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PREFACE 

Among philosophies of the arts, philosophy of film is distinguished by 
the extent to which it draws upon the broader theoretical tradition for 
the art form in question. One explanation of the attention philosophers 
give to film theory has to do with the fact that the technical development 
and public distribution of film at the end of the nineteenth century did not 
coincide with wide recognition of its artistic potential. Film had to earn 
art status in the face of considerable technophobic scepticism. This meant 
that early film-making practice tended to involve the self-conscious 
application or demonstration of a theory of art, and early film critical 
practice involved the explicit articulation and defense of the theories 
behind the films. In

. 
turn this meant that, from the very beginning, film 

writing was highly philosophical. And although the art status of film has 
long been secure and the preoccupations of film theorists have broadened 
considerably, there is still a philosophical self-consciousness to the tradi
tion of film studies. 

Broadly speaking, there are three kinds, or developmental phases, of 
film theory that deal with issues taken up by contemporary philosophers. 
Classical film theory from the 1920s to the 1950s primarily aimed to 
defend the emergence of a new art form. Contemporary philosophers 
who appreciate such classical figures as Rudolph Arnheim, Andre Bazin 
and Sergei Eisenstein work to complete or extend aspects of this defence 
of film art-for example, by considering whether film can represent rather 
than merely record reality, whether film-making has unique resources for 
formal play or expression, and whether film is inherently more realistic 
than other art forms. 

The kind of film theory that was dominant in the late 1 960s and 
throughout the 1 970s - now commonly referred to just as ' seventies' film 
theory, involved the application of semiotics, structuralism and psycho
analytic theory to film. Some topics that interest philosophers bridge 
the periods of classical and seventies, or psycho-semiotic, theory - for 
example, the topic of authorship, which in the period of classical theory 
was of interest for its connection to art status, and in the period of 
psycho-semiotic theory was of interest for its connection to theories of 
interpretation. The tendency to refer to film in linguistic terms was most 
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powerful during the period of psycho-semiotic film theory. Philosophers 
are interested to see whether the analogy between film and language can 
stand up to rigorous analysis and whether drawing such an analogy is 
helpful for explaining how we understand or interpret films. 

Cognitive film theory from the 1980s to the present deals with the 
nature of our engagement with film. There is a great deal of collaboration 
and conversation between cognitive film theorists and philosophers. This 
reflects a shared interest in the application of philosophical, psychologi
cal and neurological theories of mind to our understanding of film 
engagement - how the viewer makes sense of what she sees on screen 
(and hears on the soundtrack) - particularly in terms of following a 
story; how she assigns an overall meaning and value to a film; how she 
supplements what she sees and hears with imagination; and how she 
responds with feeling to depicted characters and events, as well as to 
aspects of the look and feel of the film itself. 

This book is organized around the issues that interest philosophers 
who are thinking about the history as well as the contemporary state of 
both film and film theory. Since these issues are raised by films them
selves but have often already been explored by film theorists, the aim 
here is to make philosophical sense of the theory and, in the process, 
illuminate something about the nature of film. This is not to say that 
every question or issue addressed in the book comes to philosophy from 
film theory. The question of whether narrative fiction films must have 
narrators, for example, while inspired by work in literary theory, is 
almost exclusively pursued by philosophers. Nevertheless, the close 
working relationship between film theory and philosophy is evident 
throughout the book. 

It is important to realize that this is not a book about film as philoso
phy-it will not use films to illustrate or test philosophical views, nor will 
it present an argument for the equivalence of philosophical systems and 
film worlds. This is a book which takes film per se as the subject of 
philosophical inquiry. It is thus for anyone who wishes to better under
stand an art form that continues to adapt to different moving-image 
media only to increase in its power and appeal. 

Given its broad focus on film as an art form, the book will not offer 
lengthy individual film analyses. As general philosophical claims about 
film are advanced, however, they will often be brought home to the reader 
with particular examples. These examples are drawn primarily from 
narrative fiction film which reflects the focus of the kind of film theory 
under consideration. This focus is not meant to imply a lack of important 
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theoretical work on or philosophical significance in other kinds of 
film - say, experimental film or documentary. If anything, this focus sim
ply indicates a starting point for the philosophy of film. Insofar as the 
forms and genres, as well as the technological resources, of film continue 
to evolve and expand, there is plenty of exciting philosophical work still 
to be done. Ultimately, Aesthetics and Film aims to offer support and 
create enthusiasm for this important future work. 

I would like to thank the series editor, Derek Matravers, as well as 
Berys Gaut, Gregory Currie, Andrew Kania, Paisley Livingston, Tess 
Takahashi, Thomas Wartenberg, George Wilson and Michael Zryd for 
their invaluable feedback on parts of this book. I would also like to thank 
Martin Thomson-Jones for his constant support at every stage of the 
book's prep�ation. 

Katherine Thomson-Jones 
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CHAPTER I 

FILM AS AN ART 

Is film an art? Before we can answer this question, we need to be clear 
on what we mean by 'film' . The term 'film' is ambiguous; it refers both 
to an art form that employs a variety of physical media - celluloid, video 
and digital formats, for example - and also to the traditional medium of 
the art form - the projected film strip that results from the complex tech
nical processes of filming and editing. Sometimes 'film' is also used to 
refer to the art form specifically when it employs the traditional film 
medium. Classical film theorists use the term in this way simply because 
at the time they were writing, the film medium was the only medium of 
the art form. Despite this ambiguity, however, there is good reason to 
hold onto the term 'film' . Most importantly, the term is still widely used 
by ordinary film-goers, film critics and film theorists, and it covers 
instances of the art form in every filmmaking tradition, viewed in any 
setting. Thus in this book, we will keep the term 'film' but use it care
fully by marking a three-way distinction between film the art form, film 
the medium, and 'photographically-based' film - the art form in its 
traditional medium. We will also follow common usage in keeping the 
term 'cinematic' to describe a film, an aspect of a film or a mode of 
engagement with a film that is defined by or relies upon distinctive or 
unique features of film media. 

So how should we understand our original question? - Is film an art? 
If we are referring to an established art form, then our question is trivial 
at best. In fact, however, the first answer to this question established the 
possibility of using the term 'film' to refer to a medium-specific art form. 
In the early days of film, first-generation classical film theorists were 
interested in the artistic possibilities inherent in traditional filmmaking 
processes, particularly in cinematography. Insofar as cinematography 
produces a recording on a celluloid strip to be run through a projector, 
classical film theorists were thinking about the artistic possibilities of 
the film medium. But not surprisingly, the way they established that film 
can be art is by scrutinizing the results of using the medium - the films 
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projected onto a screen for an audience. It was because early film 
theorists glimpsed artistry on the screen that they decided that the prod
uct of cinematography, editing and celluloid projection could be art. 
Nowadays, of course, 'film' still refers to an art form but not to a medium
specific one. As we shall see, this raises the question of how to uphold 
the status of an art form which was originally justified in terms of a par
ticular medium when that art form has moved beyond its traditional 
medium. Before we consider this question, however, let's examine the 
original justification - how film first became art. 

To answer our starting question, we might begin by pointing out 
the existence of cinematic masterpieces like New World (2006) or The 

Seven Samurai ( 1 954). But does this show that (photographically-based) 
film per se is an art? It all depends on what makes such films master
pieces - whether it is their inherently cinematic qualities or whether it is 
qualities derived from other, established art forms - for example, their 
dramatic qualities or their painterly qualities of composition. The real 
question, then, is whether film is an art form in its own right and the 
answer to this question will depend on whether what makes a film a film 
can also be what makes it art. 

Today most film-goers assume without question that film media can 
serve artistic purposes. When film first emerged, however, as a mechani
cal innovation in recording, there was no such assumption. If anything, 
in fact, there was an opposing assumption that film is merely a recording 
device devoid of artistic interest. This meant that early filmmakers and 
film theorists first had to legitimate their practices before they could 
secure a receptive audience. Rudolph Arnheim, one of the most promi
nent early film theorists, was well aware of how much he had to prove for 
the sake of an emerging art form. Both the 1933 and the 1957 versions of 
his treatise on the art of silent film provide a detailed catalogue of all 
the creative and expressive possibilities inherent in the filmmaking 
process. Essentially, Arnheim accepts the assumption that mere mechan
ical recording cannot be art and then argues that film art begins where 
mechanical recording ends. The result is an authoritative articulation of 
the anti-realist principles of silent filmmaking. ! 

We see these principles applied in different ways in each of the major 
silent film movements. In Soviet montage films like Sergei Eisenstein's 
Battleship Potemkin ( 1 925), editing is used to break up, rearrange and 
change the meaning of the recording. In German expressionist films 
like The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari ( 1920), highly stylized sets, acting and 
narration are emphasized with incongruous camerawork and lighting. 
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Even the films of Charlie Chaplin with their use of visual tricks embody 
principles for establishing a break with reality and the creation of some
thing entirely new. 

But what of the assumption that film cannot be art if it is mere mechan
ical recording? Behind this assumption is the following line of thought: 
When a film is made, however much thought and creativity go into 
writing the script, constructing a scene and rehearsing the actors, once 
the camera is rolling, that's it: the next crucial stage is beyond the cre
ative control of the filmmakers. Of course the cinematographer can 
creatively control the angle, direction and distance of the camera, and the 
editor can creatively control the order and rhythm of images in the final 
cut. But no one can creatively control the content of those images - if the 
camera mechanically records a tree, then you end up with an image of 
just that tree, just as it looked at the moment of recording. It is this lack 
of artistic control at the crucial and distinctively photographic moment of 
the filmmaking process that allegedly prevents photographically-based 
film from being an art form. 

It is undoubtedly true that film is separated from traditional arts like 
painting and drama by the mechanical nature of its recording process. 
The further question is whether mechanical recording rules out artistry. 
Actually, there are really two questions here: the question of whether 
there can be artistry despite mechanical recording

· 
and the question of 

whether there can be artistry in mechanical recording itself. Early film 
theorists like Arnheim only considered the first of these two questions. 
The second question is taken up by the first generation of sound film 
theorists. Among them is the great Andre Bazin who we meet in the next 
chapter on realism, and who locates the power of film in the immediacy 
and accessibility of its recorded imagery. 

By the time we get to the second chapter we shall be able to appreciate 
that Bazin's work is made possible by the prior work of silent film theo
rists in legitimizing filmmaking and film study. In particular, Arnheim's 
work is historically important for establishing a certain theoretical 
approach to film, one involving close analysis of everything that makes 
film a unique artistic medium. Since we are interested, not just in con
firming the art status of photographically-based film, but confirming its 
independent art status, this kind of medium-specific analysis is extremely 
useful. It is not, however, the only valid theoretical approach to film 
given that there are many continuities between film and other art forms. 
We will become particularly aware of these continuities when we discuss 
authorship and narration in Chapters 3 and 5, respectively. 
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Without medium-specific analysis, however, we might be stuck at the 
view that individual films can be art when they successfully record art 
but film per se cannot be art. On this view, film is not an independent art 
form because the filming process does not contribute to the artistic value 
of the final product. This brings our attention to the fact that film theo
rists who want to defend the art status of film are up against two distinct 
arguments, both of which involve the assumption that film cannot be 
art if it is mere mechanical recording. On the first view, film is treated as 
the mechanical recording of real life; on the second view, film is treated 
as the mechanical recording of the established art of drama and is thus 
'canned theatre' . While Arnheim responds to the first view, contempo
rary philosophers of film have tended to focus on the second view. This 
is partly because the canned-theatre argument has been revisited by the 
contemporary philosopher, Roger Scruton. 

In his much-discussed essay, 'Photography and Representation' ,  Scruton 
argues that films are just photographs of more or less artistically valuable 
dramatic representations.2 Films cannot be artistic representations them
selves because photographs are not the kind of thing that can represent: 
Their mechanical production blocks any artistic interpretation of what 
is being photographed. The debate concerning the art status of film is 
thus not merely of historical interest. Scruton's contemporary challenge 
reminds us that a proper understanding of film requires an examination 
of the grounds for assuming, as most of us do, that film is an art. In other 
words, Scruton reminds us that as philosophers we are committed to 
uncovering and testing the most basic beliefs that inform our practices as 
filmviewers, filmcritics and filmmakers. 

SCRUTON: AGAINST FILM AS AN ART 

Scruton's refutation of film as an art form has three steps: First, he 
assumes that the film medium is an inherently photographic medium. 
Then he creates an argument against the possibility of photographs being 
representational art. And finally, he extends this argument to film. 
In order to assess Scruton's argument against film art, therefore, we need 
to assess his argument against photographic art; that is, unless we discover 
that Scruton's argument against photographic art cannot legitimately be 
extended to film. A photograph that has not been manipulated in any way 
records the appearance of its subject. But, Scruton insists, this does not 
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mean that the photograph represents its subject. A painting of the very 
same subject, on the other hand, does represent its subject. What's the 
difference? 

To answer this question, we need to understand how Scruton's account 
of representation focuses on the relation, established in its production, 
between an image and its subject. This relation determines the kind of 
interest we can take in the image - whether aesthetic or merely instru
mental. To take an aesthetic interest in a representational work of art is to 
take an interest in how the work represents its subject. Scruton claims 
that photographs fail to inspire this kind of interest; instead they only 
inspire interest in what is represented, namely the subject itself. The pho
tograph is therefore dispensable as a means to satisfy our curiosity about 
the subject. What makes the difference here is the way an image is pro
duced - whether through mechanical recording or through the intentional, 
interpretive activity of a representational artist. 

According to Scruton, a painting like the Mona Lisa is representa
tional because it shows us how the artist saw the subject. The style of the 
painting manifests da Vinci's decisions about how to paint his subject 
and makes the painting interesting whether or not the subject is also 
interesting. Moreover, given that the painting is the product of artistic 
intentions, the subject need not even have existed. Compare this to an 
imaginary case of a photograph showing a woman dressed and made-up 
to look like the subject of the Mona Lisa. Clearly this is neither a photo
graph of a Renaissance gentlewoman nor a photograph of a non-existent 
woman in the mind's eye of the photographer. The photograph cannot be 
either because the subject has to exist and be in front of the camera to be 
photographed. It is not up to the photographer to create the subject and, 
as a result, it is not up to the photographer to decide how the subject is 
going to look in the photograph. Since the camera simply records how an 
actual subject actually looked at a certain moment in time, the resulting 
image has no aesthetic interest as an artist's interpretation. 

When we look at a painting, knowing that it is the product of inten
tional activity, we assume that its perceptible details were chosen as part 
of the style of the work and thus have meaning. In contrast, when we 
look at a photograph, we assume that its details were not chosen. In fact, 
if it is a true photograph, those details could not have been chosen: they 
are just the result of the camera automatically recording all the details of 
the subject itself. Scruton insists that it is precisely this alleged lack 
of control over detail on the part of the photographer that prevents her 
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product from being representational art. Moreover, it is the same lack of 
control in recording that prevents films from being representational art. 
This is the point at which Scruton extends his argument from photogra
phy to film: 

A film is a photograph of a dramatic representation; it is not, because 
it cannot be, a photographic representation. It follows that if there is 
such a thing as a cinematic masterpiece it will be so because - like 
Wild Strawberries and Le regle du jeu - it is in the first place a 
dramatic masterpiece.3 

Scruton goes furthe� to suggest that it is not just that the film-recording 
process is neutral in terms of its contribution to the dramatic success of 
the final work, but that it actually makes a negative contribution: Again 
due to a lack of control over the detail in film images, it is going to be 
harder for a film audience to know how to interpret a recorded dramatic 
scene than for a theatre audience to know how to interpret an analogous 
scene on stage. Let's say that we have a film scene and a stage scene of a 
battle. Since the camera records everything in the scene - every splatter 
of mud, every glint of steel - the film audience can be overwhelmed with 
and distracted by a plethora of unorganized detail. In contrast, since the 
staging of a battle in a play is stylized to allow for the foregrounding of 
certain features of the landscape and certain actions, the theatre audience 
is properly drawn to the dramatic locus of the scene. 

RESPONDING TO SCRUTON 

According to Scruton, since a photograph records rather than represents 
its subject, it cannot support an aesthetic interest in how its subject is 
shown. All it can support is an interest in the subject itself. A film is just 
a series of photographs and thus also fails to represent. We cannot take 
an aesthetic interest in how something is shown on film because how that 
thing is shown is merely the result of a mechanical recording process and 
not the result of creative artistic choices. 

Given this line of argument, there are at least two strategies for 
responding to Scruton's claim against film: 

1. Accept that Scruton's argument against photography automatically 
extends to film and then show that there are some photographs in 
which we can take an aesthetic interest and which thereby qualify as 
art in their own right. 
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2. Leave unquestioned Scruton's argument against photography and 
instead question its extension to film. 

The defence of photographic art involved in the first strategy is con
vincingly made by William King in the appropriately titled, 'Scruton and 
Reasons for Looking at Photographs ' .4 The second strategy involves 
pointing to ways in which film is unlike photography, ways that suggest 
the requisite creative control for representation. The most significant 
way in which film is unlike photography is of course in being a sequence 
of images that are combined in any way that the film artist wants through 
editing.s There are, however, a whole range of devices and conventions 
that are distinctive to film and that can serve artistic purposes. These are 
helpfully catalogued for us by Amheim. 

Before we tum back to Arnheim, however, let's consider King's 
response to Scruton. Remember that Scruton takes it as evidence of the 
inability of photographs to represent that the only reason we can have 
for looking at them is to satisfy our curiosity about their subjects. This 
way of thinking about photographs, King responds, can only be a result 
of a lack of awareness or appreciation of the range of photographic tech
niques and the consequent range of possibilities for artistic intervention 
in the photographic process. If Scruton had actually considered real 
examples of photographs and the way people talk about them, he would 
have realized that there are many kinds of reason for l<:loking at a photo
graph. As well as curiosity about the subject, there are reasons having to 
do with the evocative power of the image, its formal properties, and its 
history of production. Most importantly, however, reasons for looking 
at non-abstract 'art photography' invariably include an interest in the 
manner of representation. 

King gives us three compelling examples of photographs which 
involve artistic interpretation: William Klein's 'Entrance to Beach, Ostia, 
Italy, 1956 ' ,  Ansel Adams's 'Moon and Half Dome' , and Ralph Gibson's 
'The Priest' . In each case, the photographer has effected an aesthetic 
transformation of his subject such that the photograph has qualities that 
the subject does not have. Moreover, this is done solely by photographic 
means, including the use of different lenses and development methods. 
Thus Klein distances and renders enigmatic an otherwise slightly threat
ening group of young men by imposing a grainy 'photographic' texture 
on the image. Adams lends a quality of unreality to a moon-lit landscape 
by making objects appear larger and closer than normal. And Gibson 
formalizes a human subject by framing only the very bottom of the 
priest's face and the top of his vestments in smooth, sharp contrast.6 
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With these examples, King implies that due to the complexity of the 
photographic method, the photographer has just as many options for 
presenting her subject as the painter. If photography can be art and film 
is essentially photographic, then surely film can be art too. This is not 
enough to show that film is its own art form, however. We need a sense 
of the differences between the artistic resources of photography and film, 
something that Amheim indirectly supplies. But Amheim only takes us 
so far in accounting for the artistic claims of film. It is up to contempo
rary scholars to complete the account by suggesting that film offers 
more creative possibilities than almost any other art form, inclUding 
painting and drama. 

ARNHEIM: THE LIMITATIONS OF FILM MAKE IT AN ART 

Amheim's argument for photographically-based film as an art form has 
two stages. First he catalogues all the medium-specific ways in which the 
film image is different from perceived reality. Then he illustrates all the 
ways in which these peculiarities of the film medium can be exploited for 
artistic effect. Since Amheim is working under the assumption that art 
ought to be expressive, he urges filmmakers to use all aspects of the film 
medium - from camera angles to editing - as expressively as possible. 
As a result, what we end up with is a handbook of film techniques for 
expression and the creation of meaning. 

Arnheim is certainly not alone in thinking that film is an expressive 
medium. What is distinctive about his view, besides its technical detail, 
is the key assumption about the source of expression in film. According 
to Arnheim, expression is possible when a film fails to record something 
accurately. It is precisely in the limitations of film as a mechanical record
ing device that possibilities for artistic interpretation emerge. It might 
seem strange to want to affirm the art status of film in such a negative 
way, and indeed, as we shall see, there are limits to Arnheim's approach. 
In focusing on the ways in which we fail to experience a film as real life, 
Arnheim misses all the ways in which we experience a film as more 
than real life. We' ll come to this idea later, however. First let's see how 
Arnheim responds to the claim that film cannot be art because it is mere 
mechanical recording. 

According to Arnheim, we see that film fails to record accurately in 
all the discrepancies between perceived reality and the film image. 
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These include: ( 1 )  a discrepancy in perceived depth; (2) a discrepancy in 
the perceived size and shape of objects ; (3) a discrepancy in the limits on 
our range of view; and, (4) a discrepancy in the experience of the flow of 
space and time. 

The first discrepancy in perceived depth is the result of recording and 
then projecting three-dimensional, real-life events (or performances) 
onto the flat surfaces of film stock and screen. With the subsequent loss 
of depth, the film image is experienced as something in between two 
and three dimensions. Take the example of an aerial shot of two passing 
trains. In the three-dimensional world represented on screen, the viewer 
sees one train moving away from her and one towards her. But on the flat 
screen she can also see the trains as moving towards the upper and lower 
edges of the frame.7 Moreover, this second impression modifies the first 
so that even in three dimensions there is a significant loss of perceived 
depth. This is one way, according to Arnheim, in which 'film is most 
satisfactorily denuded of its realism' .8 

With the loss of depth comes the loss of what Arnheim calls 'constan
cies of size and shape' in our perceptual experience. In real life we 
perceive an object moving away or towards us as remaining constant in 
size even though the image of the object on our retina changes in size. 
When we watch a film, on the other hand, an object moving towards the 
camera appears to grow larger and one moving away from the camera 
appears to grow smaller. Similarly with shape: in real life we perceive a 
rectangular table as rectangular even though the image on our retina is 
wider at the front than at the back. In a film, however, a rectangular table, 
particularly one close to the camera, may appear wider at the front than 
at the back.9 Of course Arnheim is not saying that you are unable to see 
the rectangular table as rectangular on screen, just that this way of seeing 
is not automatic. 

While the limits of the flat screen contribute to a loss of perceived 
depth in film, they also contribute to the loss of the full range of vision 
that we have in everyday life. By moving our eyes and turning our heads, 
we can see a continuous panorama of our surroundings. But when we 
watch a film we cannot tum our heads to see beyond the frame. In this 
way, Arnheim thinks we are reminded once again of the limitations of the 
filmrecording medium.lo 

Perhaps the most profound discrepancy, however, between perceived 
reality and the film image is a function of editing. In real life, we cannot 
jump instantly to 5 minutes later or to 5 miles away. We have to pass 
through all 5 minutes and cross all 5 miles. Not so in film. A scene at one 
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time and place may be immediately followed by a scene at a totally 
different time and place. Amheim suggests that it is the pictorial quality 
of film that prevents the juxtaposition of scenes and shots from disturb
ing or confusing the viewer: 'One looks at [the juxtaposed scenes and 
shots] as calmly as one would at a collection of picture postcards' . II 

Once Arnheim has listed these and other discrepancies between per
ceived reality and the film image, he moves onto the second stage of his 
argument. At this stage, he uses a wide variety of examples to show how 
the film artist can exploit the failings of film as a mechanical recording 
device. Behind this project is a particular theory of art, one that can be 
questioned independently of Arnheim 's film analysis. Ultimately, whether 
Arnheim can succeed in defending the art status of film is going to depend 
less on his brilliant catalogue of expressive film techniques and more on 
the acceptability of his criteria for art status. 

According to Arnheim, art ought to be expressive in order to serve a 
definite purpose: By highlighting and consequently drawing our atten
tion to those qualities of things that we would miss in a mechanical 
recording, expressive art helps us to understand the true nature of things 
and what they have in common. Now we can begin to see why Amheim 
spends so much time listing the failings of film as a recording device. If 
film were entirely successful in recording exactly how things look, 
then, as Scruton suggested, film would just give us what everyday expe
rience gives us; namely, an undifferentiated, pragmatic, quantitative view 
of the world. It is only when film fails to record accurately that expres
sive patterns can emerge. The world is interpreted for us on film and 
given meaning. 12 Thus Arnheim urges the film artist not to accept 'shape
less reproduction ' ,  but to 'stress the peculiarities of his medium' in a way 
that 'the objects represented should not thereby be destroyed but rather 
strengthened, concentrated, interpreted' .13 

For each of the discrepancies between the film image and perceived 
reality, Amheim provides various examples of their expressive potential. 
Take the loss of depth in the film image and the resulting loss of con
stancy in the perceived size and shape of objects on screen: Amheim 
suggests low-angle shots gain their expressive power as a result of these 
discrepancies. A close-up, low-angle shot of a police officer communi
cates forcefulness because the police officer appears to tower above us 
with a huge body and a small head. 14 This distortion that makes the shot 
expressive is due entirely to the flattening out of the image and our literal 
interpretation of its distorted proportions. Moreover, the same conditions 
of distortion can be used to suggest the relative importance of characters 
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on screen. If one character is significantly closer to the camera than 
another, the first character appears to dwarf the second, both physically 
and psychically. IS 

The viewer's loss of an unlimited view due to the framing of the shot 
has many expressive functions, one of which is the creation of suspense. 
For example, it is a convention in horror films to show a monster's next 
victim on screen and leave, at least temporarily, the monster off screen. 
The frame prevents the viewer from doing what he would normally do; 
namely, turning his head to get a look at what is making the victim 
scream. Instead the viewer must imagine the horrors faced by the victim 
while anxiously awaiting the revelation of the monster. 16 . 

The final discrepancy mentioned above concerning the continuity of 
space and time is perhaps the one richest in expressive potential. As we 
have seen, Amheim points to the way editing, as an essential component 
of the film medium, subverts mechanical recording by changing the way 
we perceive the passage of time and the unity of space. Through editing, 
messages can be conveyed, associations and oppositions created. Rapid 
cutting can give a sense of frenetic activity or confusion; slow cutting 
can give a sense of lingering nostalgia. Once one considers both the 
expressive potential of individual shots and the expressive potential of 
their combination, the artistic possibilities are practically limitless . 17 

Amheim's work provides a fascinating account of the technical means 
to expression in silent film. It has its problems, however. Although we 
have not explored this here, Amheim's arguments for why art should be 
expressive, what purpose artistic expression serves, and what it is for 
works of art to be expressive are plagued by ambiguity and inconsis
tency.IS More relevant for us, however, is the restrictedness of his strategy 
for defending the art status of film. As we have seen, Amheim locates the 
expressive potential of the film medium in discrepancies between the 
film image and perceived reality. This means that innovations for achi
eving greater realism in film merely reduce the chances of making film 
art. One such innovation is, of course, sound, which Amheim flatly con
demns. In fact, for several decades after the transition from silent to 
sound film, Amheim continued to insist on the degeneracy of sound 
film. To think the opposite, that the introduction of sound is an improve
ment, 'is just as senseless as if the invention of three-dimensional oil 
painting were hailed as an advance on the hitherto known principles of 
painting' . 19 

Clearly something has gone wrong if Amheim's approach requires us 
to denounce every sound film as artistically compromised. The historical 
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explanation is of course that Arnheim was working against the assump
tion that film cannot be art because it is mere mechanical recording. Thus 
what he needed' to emphasize were all the ways in which film fails to 
accurately reproduce reality. But to think only in terms of the limitations 
of film as a recording device is to miss the extra capacities of film as a 
representational art form. Instead of thinking of the introduction of sound 
as taking away from the expressive potential of the film medium, one can 
think of it as adding to the resources of the film-maker; giving her even 
more choices for how to tell a story, convey meaning and evoke emo
tions. Thinking about the sheer diversity of artistic resources available to 
the film-maker has led some contemporary philosophers to propose 
different kinds of argument for the independent art status of film. One 
such argument is made by Alexander Sesonske in a series of articles that 
focus on our unique experience of film.20 There is much to remind us of 
Arnheim in Sesonske's work but whereas Arnheim distinguished film art 
technically, Sesonske distinguishes film art formally. 

A CONTEMPORARY VIEW: 
THE EXTRA CAPACITIES OF FILM MAKE IT AN ART 

By the time that Sesonske is writing about film in the 1970s and 80s, the 
artistic possibilities of the medium have been widely acknowledged such 
that there is little danger of film being dismissed as mere mechanical 
recording. However, since new film media are also available by this time, 
questions arise about the advisability of relying on medium-specific 
arguments for film art. This could explain why Sesonke's account is 
formally rather than technically based - whether a film is shown on video 
or celluloid, many of its formal qualities will be the same. Moreover, film 
may no longer be dismissed as mere mechanical recording but that does 
not mean it has secured independent art status. In fact, as Sesonske 
describes, the tendency among filmmakers, film critics and film viewers 
is always to think of film in terms of some other established art form - for 
example, as visual poetry or recorded drama. The task for Sesonske is 
thus to find a way to understand and appreciate film on its own terms - in 
other words, to create an aesthetics of film. But where to begin? 

The first step, according to Sesonske, in creating the aesthetics of any 
art form is an articulation of the range of formal possibilities inherent in 
the medium (or, perhaps, media) .21 Thus we can say that the defining 
formal dimensions of film are space, time and motion. Sound is important 
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but not essential, since a film can be complete without sound. Film shares 
space with painting, sculpture and architecture, time with music, and 
motion with dance. You might think that film shares all its formal catego
ries with drama. But space, time and motion are only integral to dramatic 
performance and not to the dramatic work itself, which is defined in 
terms of character and action.22 Despite this distinction, however, the 
formal overlap between film and practically every other art form partly 
explains the tendency to think of it as a derivative art. But Sesonske 
insists that this is the wrong way of thinking. For every art form that has 
a formal category in common with another art form there are a unique 
range of formal possibilities within that category. Thus what film can 
do with space, time, and motion - how it represents them for us to expe
rience23 - is completely new. According to Sesonske, ' [w]hen we view a 
film our experience of space, time, and motion differs from any other 
context of our lives' .24 

Sesonske continues by arguing that the space and time we experi
ence in film have a unique duality. Like the space of paintings, film 
space has a two-dimensional surface (of moving colours and forms) and 
a three-dimensional represented depth. But unlike painting-space the 
three-dimensional space of film is an 'action-space' in which motion can 
occur. This action-space is discontinuous both with real-life 'natural' 
space and with itself. We can have the sense of moving through a film's 
action-space while remaining in our seats in the Cinema. And both our
selves and the characters (though not usually in the fiction) can jump 
instantaneously from one location to another. 

As well, however, we can jump from one point of time to another, 
thus indicating the parallel discontinuity of filmtime. While there is a 
particular length of time it takes to watch a film, there is also a particular 
length of time in which the events depicted on screen occur. The 'dra
matic time' of represented events is more highly controlled than in any 
other art form, including literature: A prehistoric scene in a film can be 
immediately followed by a contemporary scene, or a segment of time in 
a continuous event can simply be cut out. This control is such that we 
may even experience a change in the form of time. For example, a freeze 
frame may be experienced, not merely as interrupted motion, but as 
though, in the world of the film, time itself has stopped.25 

Despite these peculiarities, space and time in film do not feel that 
different to us. We may feel like we have seen an entire event even when 
only its highlights are shown on screen and, as Arnheim points out, we 
accept jumps in location as calmly as though we were turning the pages 
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of a picture book. Indeed, it is often the sign of a good film that we fail 
to notice its unique treatment of space and time. Motion in film, however, 
is a different matter. Sesonske thinks that the way that motion in film 
is framed, edited and highlighted by camera angulation is hard to miss. 
The frame created by the screen gives motion a direction and magnitude 
that it lacks in real life; editing can give motion a new and aesthetically 
significant rhythm; and, camerawork can lend expressive force to even 
the tiniest movement. Moreover, given the discontinuity of film space, 
our relation to perceived motion in film has tremendous range: One 
moment we can see a movement on the distant horizon and in the next 
moment we can be engulfed and swept along by it through the world of 
the film.26 If we think of a film like Crouching Tiger; Hidden Dragon 
(2000) with its swooping camerawork, it is easy to appreciate Sesonske's 
point here. 

Thus Sesonske concludes with the following remark: 

In each of these formal categories, space, time, and motion, the 
modes that can be realized in cinema are unique to cinema. And 
though it is sometimes suggested that cinema must be inferior as an 
art because of its dependence on mechanical devices, we might note 
here that the creative possibilities in film are at least as great as in 
any art. As in literature, the whole of the world of the work is to be 
created, not only the characters and their actions but the very forms 
of space and time in which they act.27 

CONCLUSIONS 

The challenge in this chapter has been to show that despite what Seson
ske describes as a 'dependence on mechanical devices,' film counts as an 
art form in its own right. It is not enough to show that film can incorpo
rate aspects of traditional art forms, aspects like dramatization and 
painterly composition. Rather, it must be shown that film has its own 
methods for creating a world on screen for the viewer to enter in imagi
nation. 

Here is what we have covered in this chapter: 

1 .  Scruton's sophisticated version of the 'canned-theatre' argument 
against film as an art form. 

2. Two kinds of response to this argument; one which starts with King's 
defence of the art status of photography as the basis of film, and one 
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which draws upon Arnheim's detailed account of creative uses of the 
film medium. 

3. Sesonske's further argument for film as an art form in terms of the 
formal possibilities inherent in its media. 

Sesonke's argument shows us that we do not need to limit our atten
tion to the traditional medium of film in order to uphold the art status of 
film. It is also worth noting that skeptical arguments like Scruton's which 
assume that film is at best a photograph of a dramatic representation can
not even get off the ground with films involving computer-generated 
imagery (CGI). When filmmakers employ CGI, they are not recording 
anything but instead doing something akin to painting. Indeed, CGI 
is most commonly used to depict scenes and entities that could not 
be recorded simply because they are fantastical or at least wholly fic
tional - for example, AsIan in Narnia or Gollum in Middle Earth. Even 
though CGI is usually used to create the illusion of reality - as though 
AsIan is part of the 'real' world caught on film, it still gives the film
maker complete freedom over what to represent and how to represent it. 
Presumably, then, we can take an aesthetic interest in CGI. The skeptic 
might want to claim that films involving CGI are not really films. But 
since ordinary viewers and critics consider them to be films, this move 
reduces the skeptic's argument to an anachronistic and mainly verbal 
dispute about an early phase of filmmaking.28 

1 5  



CHAPTER 2 

REALISM 

In the previous chapter we were concerned with establishing that film 
is an art in its own right. The form of argument we considered empha
sizes all the artistically significant ways in which film is not merely the 
mechanical recording of reality or theatre. In this form, the argument 
for film art leaves a key sceptical assumption untouched; namely, that 
mechanical recording cannot be art. Perhaps one could argue that film is 
a significant and distinct art form precisely because it involves mechani
cal recording. Then one would have to say what it is about filmrecording 
that has artistic significance. This may not be so difficult to do if one 
looks to the history of filmmaking. 

In the late 1920s, a revolution occurred in filmmaking with the intro
duction of synchronous sound. Once the sound film was a technical (and 
commercial) possibility, there was no looking back; indeed, filmmakers 
and film-goers alike tended to assume that the introduction of sound 
represented a great improvement to the art form. Why would they assume 
this? If they were thinking like Rudolph Amheim, after all, they would 
assume the opposite. As we know, Amheim saw the introduction of 
sound as a further obstacle to creative expression which requires a diver
gence between film and reality. Given that sound film advocates did not 
share Arnheim's worries about sound, they must either have given up on 
film being art or have switched to a new film aesthetic. Thinking about 
some of the films made during this period - films like Rules of the Game 

( 1 939) and Citizen Kane ( 1941) ,  convinces us that the latter and not the 
former possibility must be the case. 

As usual, film theory was left to catch up with a filmmaking practice 
that embodied a new set of assumptions about the nature and value of 
film. Fortunately, one film theorist was paying close attention to the 
changing film world and understood the theoretical implications of 
the sound-film revolution. Andre Bazin, who began writing about film in 
the 1940s and continued until his death in 1 959, is considered by many 
to be the most important figure in the history of film theory.29 This is for 
two reasons: ( 1 )  Bazin was active as a film critic, historian and theorist 
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during the most important period in the history of the film - the period in 
which sound film came into its own and established a new aesthetic of 
film; and (2) Bazin wrote about the films and film-makers of this period 
in a highly original, provocative and insightful way. The fundamental 
theoretical claim in his writings is that film is distinguished from other 
art forms by its distinctive capacity for realism, a capacity that derives 
from the nature of the filmmaking process. With the introduction of 
sound, film-makers came to recognize this capacity and exploit it in ever 
more refined ways. 

Bazin's intuition about the distinct and supreme realism of film is 
widely shared. Even though some films and some film styles are consid
ered more realistic than others, if you compare film to other art forms, it 
seems to stand out for its realism in a surprising way. To see what is 
surprising here, compare film and theatre: When you watch a play you 
are seeing real people - namely, actors - up on stage. When you watch 
a fiction film, on the other hand, you are merely seeing images of actors 
on a flat screen. Surely this implies that theatre is more realistic than 
film. And yet our intuitions point in a different direction as reflected in 
the tendency to describe some comparatively unrealistic films as 'theatri
cal' . Why is this? If we try to explain film realism in terms of the way 
cinematic portrayals are often particularly intimate, raw and affecting, 
we are merely going around in circles. For it would seem that the affec
tive power of films is due in part to their realism and this is what we 
are trying to explain. 

As we shall see, philosophers of film have tended to follow Bazin 
in trying to understand film realism in terms of the filmmaking process. 
The idea is that films are made up of photographs and photographs, as we 
learnt in Chapter I ,  have a mechanical basis and thus a causal connection 
to their subjects. This connection is taken by different philosophers to 
imply different things. Kendall Walton takes it to imply that photographs 
are transparent - we see their objects through them.30 Gregory Currie, on 
the other hand, who is one of several critics of Walton, takes the casual 
connection to imply that photographic and cinematographic images are 
in a class of representations that also includes such natural signs as 
tree rings and footprints but excludes paintings and drawings.3l To see 
what is appealing about each of these views, we need to consider them as 
part of a long debate that began with Bazin in the 1 940s, suffered an 
extended interruption during the heyday of psycho-semiotic film theory, 
and then recently reignited among analytic philosophers with interests in 
perception and the mind more generally. 
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In a way it is surprising that the contemporary argument about film 
realism still focuses on the photographic basis of film given that the 
traditional medium of film is fast being replaced by digital formats. It is 
an open question, therefore, as to how one would defend the realism 
of digital film. Insofar as digital images can be as much mechanical 
recording as celluloid photographs, some traditional arguments for film 
realism may still be applicable. But this will only be in a limited way 
given that digital images can also be endlessly manipulated. 

It is worth noting that digital films in which extensive manipulation 
is obvious - if only because the films portray fictional locations and 
fictional entities - can still be considered highly realistic. Perhaps this is 
a hold-over from the days of photographically-based film: Perhaps, at 
some level, we still tend to think of film, the art form, in terms of film, 
the photographic medium. On the other hand, it might suggest that the 
realism of film images had nothing to do with their causal history in the 
first place. 

Another limitation of arguments for film realism that start with the 
photograph is that they have little to say about the realistic contribution 
of one seemingly essential32 and distinctive feature of film; namely, 
motion. Now that film is a multi-media art form, the impression of motion 
on the screen can be created in a variety of ways. When film involves a 
celluloid film strip, however, this impression is created by rapidly run
ning a series of static photographic frames through a projector. In light of 
this method for creating apparent motion, a debate has sprung up among 
philosophers as to whether the motion we see on screen is a straightfor
ward illusion or in some sense real. Perhaps it seems obvious to you 
that films do not really move. But the obviousness of this conclusion may 
be an important clue to understanding our entrenched and largely unques
tioned ways of thinking about film realism. 

BAZIN:THE FILM IMAGE IS THE OBJECT 

In a series of essays collected in What is Cinema ?33 Bazin defends real
ism in two stages. First, he examines the nature of the film image - its 
mechanical production and causal connection to the object - in order to 
show that realism is the essence of film art. Then he argues that a 
particular style of filmmaking is the realist style. This is the style that 
Jean Renoir perfected in the 1930s with films like Rules of the Game. It 
is also the style of several post-war American directors, including Orson 
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Welles and Billy Wilder, and Italian neorealists like Vittorio De Sica and 
Roberto Rossellini . We will review the defining characteristics of this 
style in a moment, but before we do, we need to consider the intelligibil
ity of Bazin' s approach. If he is going to argue that film by its very nature 
is realistic, thereby implying that any film in any style would be realistic, 
how can Bazin also try to isolate a particular realist film style? The way 
Bazin tries to do this is by claiming that the style of Renoir, Welles, et al. 

is the style that most fully realizes the natural purpose of the traditional 
film medium. Given the mechanical basis of filmmaking, this purpose is 
to 're-present' reality in an 'objective' and thus insightful way. There are, 
however, problems with what Bazin is trying to do here. These will 
become clear as we examine his view in more detail. 

The so-called realist style that emerged in the films of Renoir is in 
many ways the same style used in mainstream film today, although tech
nical innovations have rendered the style gradually more transparent 
over time. Among its characteristics are the following: ( 1 )  The use of 
medium-long shots - shots in which the whole of an actor's body is 
visible on screen, often with space above his head; (2) the use of deep 
focus techniques as opposed to the soft focus techniques of 1930s Holly
wood films; (3) the composition of shots with dramatic details located on 
different pictorial planes rather than concentrated in the foreground; (4) 
the use of the long take to capture a whole scene instead of breaking it 
down into several shots; (5) the use of camera movement instead of edit
ing to follow the action; and, (6) a non-theatrical, non-painterly use of 
the frame as a result of the camera following the action.34 

All of these characteristics are evident in the style of Rules of the 

Game though not all of them in every shot. And though there are impor
tant differences in narrative structure and subject-matter between Renoir, 
the Italian neorealists, and the American post-war directors, they share a 
commitment to the use ofsequence shots in continuous space and thus an 
opposition to the highly interventionist techniques of montage. But why 
does Bazin think that this style and no other is realistic? The reason is 
that he thinks this style comes closest to a simple recording of what is 
going on in front of the camera. If the actors' performances are captured 
in a single long take with a moving camera, rather than in a series of 
edited shots, the natural unity of space and continuity of time is pre
served. The moving camera also gives the action a feeling of independence 
- as though the camera is simply following what happens instead of 
framing a staged scene. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the use 
of deep focus photography enables the viewer to scan the recorded scene 
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for interesting details just as she scans her surroundings in real life. The 
overall perceptual experience of a Renoir film is therefore closer to 
ordinary perceptual experience precisely because the recording aspect of 
the medium is emphasized . 

This marks a transitional point in Bazin's argument - the point at 
which he identifies his favoured film style with the essence of film art. 
Recall that for Amheim, the essentially cinematic qualities of particular 
films are their expressive qualities, and these qualities are the result of 
medium-specific divergences from mechanical recording . For Bazin, in 
direct contrast, the essentially cinematic qualities of particular films are 

their reproductive or presentational qualities, and these qualities result 
directly from mechanical recording . Indeed, it is the mechanical basis of 
film that raises the art form in its original medium above the traditional 
representational arts: Whereas a representational painting, for example, 
only stands in for reality, a film or a photograph retrieves reality. Bazin 
explains this rather strange idea in the following way: 

The objective nature of photography confers on it a quality of cred
ibility absent from all other picture-making . In spite of any objec
tions our critical spirit may offer, we are forced to accept as real the 
existence of the object reproduced, actually re-presented, set before 
us, that is to say, in time and space. Photography enjoys a certain 
advantage in virtue of this transference of reality from the thing to 
its reproduction . 35 

Bazin then goes even further with the following claim: 'The photo
graphic image is the object itself, the object freed from the conditions 
of time and space that govern it' . 36 What could Bazin mean here given 
that we usually have no difficulty distinguishing between a photograph 
and the thing photographed? Perhaps we should take it as mere hyper
bole or metaphor and assume that Bazin is simply trying to emphasize 
the difference between the photographic arts and the traditional repre
sentational arts. Taking the claim literally, after all, would seem to 
commit us to a doubtful metaphysics - one that allows for the identity of 
things which are clearly not one and the same; namely, a photograph 
of something and the thing itself. Perhaps, though, Bazin's claim is to be 
taken literally once it is more fully spelt out. From some of his other 
remarks, it is plausible to take Bazin to mean that the way in which the 
image and its object are identical is akin to the way in which two casts 
from the same mold are identical. Alternatively, it is also plausible to 
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take Bazin to mean that the image and object are identical insofar as they 
produce the same image on the retina. These interpretations are certainly 
possible but they need to be explained and their implications explored. 

Just as the static photograph re-presents a moment of reality, so the 
'moving' film image, on Bazin's account, re-presents a segment of reality 
with a particular duration: 

Viewed in this perspective, the cinema is objectivity in time. The 
film is no longer content to preserve the object, enshrouded as it 
were in an instant, as the bodies of insects are preserved intact, out 
of the distant past, in amber . . . .  Now for the first time, the image of 
things is likewise the image of their duration, change mummified as 
it were.37 

At this point, one might begin to wonder if, by focusing on the record
ing aspect of the medium, Bazin has not so much succeeded in defending 
film as the supremely realistic art form, but rather, has succeeded in 
confirming the suspicions of those who want to deny that film is any kind 
of art form. After all, mechanical recording, even if it is facilitated cre
atively, is not in itself either creative or expressive. It might seem, 
therefore, that either Bazin has to give up his account of film realism or 
he has to give up on film's claim to art status. But, not surprisingly, he 
does neither. Rather, he works with different assumptions about the 
nature of art in order to claim that film is art precisely because it is inher
ently realistic. Interestingly, however, it seems that realism is an aesthetic 
value for Bazin for some of the same reasons that expressiveness is an 
aesthetic value for Amheim: A highly realistic visual artwork just like an 

expressive visual artwork gives us a new way of seeing the world: 

The aesthetic qualities of photography are to be sought in its power 
to lay bare the realities. It is not for me to separate off, in the com
plex fabric of the objective world, here a reflection on a damp 
sidewalk, there the gesture of a child. Only the impassive lens, strip
ping its object of all those ways of seeing it, those piled-up 
preconceptions, that spiritual dust and grime with which the eyes 
have covered it, is able to present it in all its virginal purity to my 
attention and consequently to my love.38 

As we have already mentioned, Bazin wants to derive a particular film 
style from his account of the nature of the film image. But it is not clear 
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how he can do this without contradiction. Given his claim that the photo
graphic process necessarily results in images that re-present reality, 
Bazin has surely committed himself to describing as realistic any film in 
any style that is made in the usual, photographic way. Indeed, Bazin 
himself seems to realize this commitment when he claims that no matter 
how distorted or fuzzy a photographic image, 'it shares, by virtue of the 
very process of its becoming, the being of the model of which it is the 
reproduction' .39 If Bazin will allow that fuzzy shots are realistic, why not 
highly expressionistic or otherwise stylized ones? However, just as with 
his rather extravagant claim that the image is the object, there may be a 
way to interpret Bazin's attempted derivation more moderately: Perhaps 
Bazin's point is just that, since our experience of films in the style of 
Renoir, Welles, et al. reproduces our ordinary perceptual experience in 
some respects more closely, than earlier styles like Soviet montage and 
German expressionism, the style of Renoir, Welles, et al. better expresses 
the inherent realism of the medium. This is not an implausible sugges
tion even though Bazin does not support it with a fully developed 
argument. 

As we shall see, the idea that film and photography are realistic 
because their manner of production supports a certain kind of perceptual 
experience is taken up by the philosopher, Kendall Walton. Walton pro
vides the argument that Bazin needed, avoiding both metaphysical 
absurdity and contradiction, though, as his several critics will tell us, 
there is still something a little strange about his claims. Just as we 
may balk at Bazin's claim that the object is 1;he image, we may balk at 
Walton's claim that we see the object through the image. 

Before we come to Walton, however, there is one other criticism of 
Bazin's account worth mentioning. The criticism concerns the applica
tion of his account to fiction films. As Noel Carroll points out,40 given 
that film images re-present their objects, Bazin is · committed to saying 
that their subjects are always real. Thus, in the case of a fiction film, 
Bazin can only talk about the film re-presenting actors and sets rather 
than characters in fictional settings. But this is surely a strange way of 
talking given that what is most relevant to our viewing of a fiction film is 
that it represents certain characters. In addition, it is not as though the 
category of fiction films is a minor or marginal one; on the contrary, the 
bulk of films most of us watch, and indeed the bulk of films that are 
made, are fictional narratives. And Bazin himself spends most of his time 
with fiction films. Yet he does not have an account of the way that the real 
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object allegedly re-presented by the film image can also stand in for or 
nominally portray something fictional. 

Once more, however, Walton comes to the rescue. He suggests that in 
our experience of fiction films, it is actually the case that we see the 
actors through the photographs projected on screen, but it is also fiction
ally the case that we see the characters. In other words, we actually see 
the actors, albeit indirectly, but we imagine seeing the characters. If a 
fiction film is filmed on location rather than in a studio, it is both actually 
and fictionally the case that we see the scene of the story. This explains 
why some filmmakers aim to give their works of fiction the quality of 
home movies or documentaries - say, by using hand-held cameras and 
only natural lighting. This stylistic choice emphasizes the recording 
aspect of the medium and, consequently, may make it easier to imagine 
that you are seeing the characters, rather than just the actors, through 
the film. Thus, on Walton's view, fiction films can function on different 
levels, both realistically and imaginatively. Whether or not this solution 
is a good one, however, it is not a solution that is available to Bazin. On 
his view, the image just is the object, and insofar as the object is not 
a fictional portrayal of anything, neither is the image. 

A related worry will emerge later in the chapter with Gregory Currie's 
response to Walton. As we shall see, Currie is concerned that Walton's 
argument for transparency is just like Bazin's in that it takes photographs 
out of the category of representations altogether. Even though Walton 
addresses this concern in a response to Currie, it is interesting that it 
keeps re-emerging whenever the causal relation between a photograph 
and its object is emphasized. You may remember from Chapter J that 
Roger Scruton had exactly the same concern and was quite adamant that 
true photographs, given their mechanical basis, cannot represent. The 
challenge, therefore, is to find a way to acknowledge the importance of 
the photographic process for an account of film realism and, at the same 
time, account for the realism of fiction films as fictions. 

WALTON:THE FILM IMAGE IS TRANSPARENT 

Like us, Walton is interested in what is behind Bazin's confusing claim 
that the photographic image is the object. Thus he is interested in the idea 
that photographs are realistic by their very nature, in virtue of having 
been made in a certain way. This idea seems right to Walton and serves 
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as a starting point for his account of the transparency of photographs. 
Walton agrees with Bazin that photographs are not realistic in virtue of 
their appearance or in virtue of their accuracy. Even a fuzzy or distorted 
photograph is realistic on their views, and in a way that a painting cannot 
be no matter how naturalistic or illusionistic. 

Thus it is suggested that there is a fundamental gap between photogra
phy and painting in terms of realism. A point that is often made much of 
in establishing this gap is that paintings can be of things that do not exist 
whereas photographs cannot be. Walton and Currie, however, both think 
that this point is not that significant. Currie suspects that it is mere preju
dice to say that a painting that uses a model to represent Saint Anne, for 
example, is a painting of Saint Anne but a comparable photograph that 
also uses a model is not thereby a photograph of Saint Anne but only a 
photograph of a model representing Saint Anne.41 Walton, on the other 
hand, points out that even when a painting is of something actual, it 
cannot be as realistic as a photograph. His example is a painted portrait 
compared to a photographic portrait of Abraham Lincoln: Why, Walton 
asks, is the latter more realistic than the former?42 

The answer, Walton thinks, is that we quite literally see Lincoln 
through the photograph but not through the painting. In other words, 
when we look at the photograph of Lincoln, while we recognize it as a 
photograph, we nevertheless see through it as we see through such things 
as eye glasses and microscopes. We do not merely have the impression 
of seeing Lincoln, nor do we actually just see a duplicate of Lincoln. 
Rather than being a way of gaining access to something that we cannot 
see, the photograph of Lincoln is a way of indirectly seeing what we 
cannot see directly. Thus a photograph is like eyeglasses and microscopes 
both in its transparency and also in being an aid to vision. But, you may 
ask, how can a photograph allow us to see Lincoln when he is dead? In 
other words, how can a photograph allow us to see into the past? Recall 
that Bazin confronted this issue when he claimed that the photographic 
image is the object 'freed from the conditions of time and space that 
govern it' .43 In other words, on Bazin's view, a photograph preserves or 
'mummifies' an object at a particular moment in its existence so that it is 
always available to us as long as the photograph exists. Walton does not 
want to say that an object from the past is literally brought forward into 
the present by a photograph. But he is quite comfortable with the idea 
that we see into the past when we see an object through a photograph. 
This is not because he relies on some special sense of 'seeing' - he takes 
himself to be using the ordinary sense throughout his discussion - but 

24 



REALISM 

because he establishes important analogies between other forms of indi
rect seeing and our experience of photographs. 

The way that Walton does this is by using a slippery slope argument 
that gives his transparency claim 'initial plausibility' . First Walton asserts 
that no one will deny that we see through eyeglasses, mirrors, and tele
scopes. How, he then asks, could someone deny that a security guard also 
sees via closed circuit television or a sports fan sees via a live television 
broadcast? But after going this far, surely we can also speak of seeing 
athletic events via delayed broadcasts. The difference is that now we're 
seeing events in the past. But Walton is not sure this difference matters. 
After all, we talk of seeing the explosion of a star that occurred millions 
of years ago through a high-powered telescope. The question is whether 
any of the differences on the slide down the slippery slope are enough to 
mark a theoretical distinction between seeing and not seeing something.44 
Walton thinks that we cannot justifiably stop the slide before we get to 
photographs, and photographs are at the bottom of the slope. However, 
some of Walton's critics dig their heels in on the slippery slope by speci
fying conditions for seeing that photographs fail to satisfy. We will tum 

to the challenge of the slippery slope in the next section. First we need to 
consider Walton's necessary and sufficient conditions for transparency. 

According to Walton, the reason that we can see through photographs 
is that they are caused by their objects in a mechanical way.45 Although 
the photographer can play an important role in determining what we see 
through her photographs, we nevertheless see through them as a result 
of a mechanical process that preserves the necessary causal relation for 
perceptual contact. As a result of this causal relation, the appearance of a 
photograph is 'counterfactually dependent' on the appearance of the 
object photographed. This means that the photograph would have looked 
different if the object had looked different. Counterfactual dependence 
can also be preserved without such a causal relation, however. Lincoln's 
painted portrait might also have looked different if Lincoln looked differ
ent. But this is the result of a change in the painter's beliefs mediating the 
relation between the painting and its object. If Lincoln had looked differ
ent to the painter, then the painter would have painted Lincoln looking 
different. Unless, of course, the painter is not really seeing what Lincoln 
looks like because the painter is hallucinating. Then the appearance of 
the painting will not reliably depend on the appearance of its subject. 
With the photographic portrait of Lincoln, however, even if the photog
rapher were hallucinating, the appearance of the photograph will reliably 
depend on Lincoln's appearance. To sum up, photographs are transparent 
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because they are caused by their objects and thus exhibit counterfactual 
dependence which is not mediated by beliefs. Currie helpfully calls this 
kind of counterfactual dependence, 'natural dependence' , in contrast to 
the 'intentional dependence' exhibited by paintings of actual things.46 

The next question to consider is whether natural dependence is a 
necessary and sufficient condition for transparency. Walton defends the 
necessity of natural dependence with the imagined case of blind Helen 
who is fitted with a prosthetic device through which a neurosurgeon 
feeds her visual experiences. Walton thinks that our intuitions tell us 
that blind Helen is not seeing through her prosthesis because her visual 
experiences are mediated by the neurosurgeon's beliefs. Even if the neu
rosurgeon is completely trustworthy and makes every effort to feed Helen 
accurate information, Walton thinks this does not count as a case of 
seeing. It is worth noting, however, that the intuitive force of this case 
may not be as strong as Walton thinks. Currie, for one, thinks that Helen 
is seeing through her prosthesis precisely because the neurosurgeon is 
trustworthy. Imagine instead, Currie suggests, that it is an omnipotent 
and omnibenevolent god that feeds all of us our visual experiences. Even 
though our visual experiences are mediateq in this case, could we not 
still say that we see, thanks to the complete reliability of our source of 
visual experiences? 

Leaving this question aside, Walton comes up himself with a case 
that shows that natural dependence is not sufficient, on its own, for trans
parency. He asks us to imagine a machine which is sensitive to the light 
reflected by an object such that it accurately records the object, but as a 
verbal description rather than as a picture. In this case, the machine's 
print-out is caused mechanically by the object and would have been 
different if the object were different. The print-out thus exhibits natural 
dependency. But, Walton concedes, the machine's print-out is surely not 
transparent.47 

This case leads Walton to propose another condition with which natu
ral dependency is jointly sufficient for transparency: the preservation of 
real similarity relations. To see what this condition consists in, consider 
again the description-generating machine. Walton decides that the reason 
that this machine's print-out is not transparent is that it supports a differ
ent kind of discrimination than the kind supported by ordinary perception 
of the object described. The best way to see this is to compare the kinds 
of errors we are prone to make about the description and about the object 
described. Let's say the description is of a house. In ordinary perceptual 
experience, it may be easy to mistake a house for a barn. But in reading 
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the description of the house, this is not the kind of mistake we are likely 
to make. With the description, it is much more likely that we will mistake 
the house for a hearse because the words 'house' and 'hearse' look simi
lar. With a photograph of the house, on the other hand, we are likely to 
make the bam mistake and not the hearse mistake. In other words, we are 
likely to make the same kind of mistake 'as we make in ordinary percep
tual experience. The kind of discrimination supported by the photograph 
establishes the same kind of similarities and differences as in ordinary 
perception. And, according to Walton, a 'process of discrimination counts 
as perceptual only if its structure is thus analogous to the structure of 
the world. When we perceive, we are in this way, intimate with what is 
perceived' .  We cannot see through the mechanical description because 
discriminating between words for things is crucially unlike discriminat
ing between the things themselves.48 

Thus, on Walton's view, the transparency of photographs must be 
distinguished from the opacity of both paintings and descriptions. A 
painting may be counterfactually dependent on its object but only via 
someone's beliefs about the object. Thus a painting does not satisfy the 
condition of natural counterfactual dependence. A mechanical descrip
tion, on the other hand, exhibits natural dependence and thus has what 
Walton considers necessary - depending on the intuitive force of the case 
of blind Helen - for transparency. But since we cannot, in fact, see 
through the description, natural dependence must not be sufficient on its 
own for transparency. The further condition for transparency that Walton 
introduces - the preservation of real similarity relations - is perhaps not 
that easy to grasp, in part because it is not that easy to compare modes of 
discrimination. As Walton's critics point <?ut,49 it may be that some but 
not all of the errors we are likely to make when looking at a certain kind 
of representation are the same as the errors we make in ordinary percep
tual experience. Then the question becomes, how much discriminatory 
overlap is enough to establish the transparency of a certain kind of repre
sentation over another kind. 

In response to this question, Currie provides a case involving two 
clocks, A and B, designed to show that natural dependence and the pres
ervation of real similarity relations are not jointly sufficient for 
transparency. The orientation of clock Pls hands governs the orientation 
of clock B's  hands by means of a radio signal. Thus there is a natural 
dependence between my visual experience of clock B and the appear
ance of clock A such that any errors I make in perceiving B, I would also 
make in perceiving A. But if clock A were out of sight and I were just 
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looking at B, there is no plausibility to the claim that I am seeing clock 
A when I look at clock B. In this case, even though there is complete 
discriminatory overlap, such that clock B undoubtedly preserves real 
similarity relations with clock A while being naturally dependent on 
clock A, there is no transparency. Whether or not we are convinced by 
this case, the use of counterexamples more generally represents one pop
ular kind of critical response to Walton. Clearly it is time to consider 
more closely the overall structure of the critical debate surrounding 
Walton's account. 

WALTON'S CRITICS: THE FILM IMAGE 

IS NOT TRANSPARENT 

The controversial nature of Walton's claim that we literally see through 
photographs has motivated close critical attention to his argument. 
The resulting debate can be initially characterized in terms of two gen
eral responses to Walton's slippery slope argument. The first response 
involves taking up the challenge to find theoretically significant differ
ences between photographs and other things that we can agree we see 
through, like mirrors, eyeglasses, and microscopes. In this way, critics 
try to stop the slide down Walton's slippery slope. The second response 
also involves stopping the slide but stopping it before it starts. A critic 
can refuse to take the first step onto the slippery slope by denying that we 
see through mirrors, eyeglasses, microscopes, telescopes and television 
footage. Then a comparison between these things and photographs will 
not yield the conclusion that photographs are transparent. 

There are at least two forms that such a refusal has taken in the litera
ture. Gregory Currie effectively refuses to step on to the slippery slope 
when he gives an account of pictorial representation that would seem to 
apply to mirrors. 50 If mirrors are representations, on Currie's view, then 
we do not see through them. But mirrors are close to the top of Walton's 
slippery slope - something that we can supposedly all agree we see 
through. More generally, Jonathan Friday refuses to step onto the slip
pery slope when he defends a theory of perception that rules out any 
form of indirect seeingY On the direct realist theory of perception, we 
cannot be said to see through any device, be it a mirror, a microscope, 
or a photograph. The further challenge for those critics, like Currie 
and Friday, who refuse Walton's challenge of stopping the slide down 
the slippery slope once it has started is to account for why it is that we 
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nevertheless have the sense that we see through such things as mirrors 
and microscopes. Friday attempts to give an error theory52 to explain 
this sense and criticizes Currie for failing to do likewise . 

There are a number of suggestions for theoretically significant differ
ences between photographs and the various devices that precede them on 
Walton's slippery slope . Although we can only briefly mention them 
here, they are all worth closer consideration. The general aim with these 
suggestions is to show that, just because we think that we see through 
mirrors, telescopes and the like, we are not thereby committed to think
ing that we also see through photographs. Edwin Martin suggests two 
differences that might stop the slide: the difference between real and 
virtual images,53 and the comparative length of the causal chain between 
the object of perception and the medium of perception. Nigel Warburton 
gives four conditions for seeing that photographs fail to satisfy.54 These 
are 'virtual simUltaneity' between what is seen and our seeing it, 'tempo
ral congruity' between the duration of our visual experience and the 
duration of the event that we experience, the sensitivity of our visual 
experience to changes in what we experience, and knowledge of what 
caused us to have a certain visual experience such that we can position 
ourselves in relation to what we see. There are, however, ways of chal
lenging the relevance of all of these differences. 

Walton himself gives counterexamples that effectively undermine 
Martin's conditions for seeing. The case of the compound microscope, 
the lower lens of which produces a real image seen through the upper 
lens, shows that seeing need not only involve virtual images . The case 
of a series of 10,000 mirrors arranged to relay light from the object to 
the viewer shows that the length of the causal chain need not affect 
seeing - that is, as long as one thinks that we can at least see through 
one mirror. In response to Warburton, Jonathan Friday suggests that 
Warburton 's conditions for seeing are not obviously essential to seeing. 
Virtual simultaneity may not be essential depending on how we inter
pret a case Friday imagines that involves adding a delay function to a 
prosthesis which facilitates sight. The conditions of temporal congruity 
and sensitivity to change only apply to the seeing of events and not to the 
seeing of objects. And, finally, in relation to Warburton's fourth condi
tion, Friday suggests that it may be sufficient for seeing to know that 
there is a causal link between our visual experience and its object with
out having the kind of know ledge of the causal process that would allow 
us to position ourselves in relation to the object. 
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These arguments deserve closer attention than we can give them here. 
But the way is still open for others to take up the challenge of stopping 
the slide down Walton's slippery slope. Perhaps there are other signifi
cant ways in which photographs are unlike those devices that we agree 
we see through. At present, however, it appears that Walton's slope is 
even more slippery than his critics have assumed. Given just how slip
pery, perhaps it is best not to step onto the slope in the first place. This 
brings us to Currie's classification of photographs as natural representa
tions. Currie agrees with Walton's emphasis on the difference between 
what Currie calls the natural counterfactual dependence of photographs 
and the intentional counterfactual dependence of paintings. Whereas the 
appearance of a painting of something actual depends on the appearance 
of that thing only insofar as the painter's beliefs are similarly dependent, 
the appearance of a photograph depends on the appearance of its object 
regardless of what the photographer believes. 

Walton can try to use this distinction to ground the transparency of 
photographs because our ordinary perceptual experiences exhibit the 
same natural dependency as photographs. However, as we have seen, 
Currie thinks that the argument for transparency fails because Walton is 
unable to successfully specify necessary and sufficient conditions for 
transparency. This failure simply confirms Currie's sense that the differ
ence between natural and intentional dependency does not mark a differ
ence between seeing things and merely seeing pictures of things. Rather, 
it marks out two categories of representations. In the category of 'natu
ral' representations we find photographs, but also natural signs like tree 
rings and footprints. In the category of 'intentional' representations we 
find drawings and paintings. Photographs and paintings may be different 
kinds of representation, and this is important to realize, but as representa
tions, both photographs and paintings stand in for things; they do not 
mediate our seeing of things. 

Interestingly, Walton claims that, in fact, he does not mean to deny 
that photographs are representations. 55 As representations, photographs 
function to generate imagined perceptual contact with fictional charac
ters and events. Walton insists that his point is that photographs are 
representations that we also see through. This of course raises the ques
tion of whether representations, particularly pictures, are the kind of 
thing that one can see through (to their Objects). Currie seems to assume 
they are not when he argues that photographs are natural representations, 
not transparencies. But what we really need here is a theory of pictorial 
representation or depiction. In the next section, we shall see how Currie 
derives a particular explanation of film realism from just such a theory. 
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Friday suggests that what makes Walton's slippery slope so slippery is 
a particular kind of causal theory of perception; namely a representation
alist causal theory of perception. For the representationalist, ordinary 
seeing is mediated by a mental representation whereas for the direct 
realist, ordinary seeing is essentially unmediated. Furthermore, for the 
representationalist, the difference between what counts as seeing and 
what is mere hallucination depends on the relation between the mental 
representations we see through and the things we see through them. And 
this relation is just the kind that Walton insists upon for transparency; 
namely, a relation of natural counterfactual dependence. Thus we can see 
why representationalism might be the lubricant for Walton's slippery 
slope: As Friday explains, 'if there is no objection to saying that we see 
through mental pictures that meet certain conditions, why should we 
object to the claim that we can see through physical intermediaries that 
meet the same conditions?

,
s6 

The issue for Friday is that repre�entationalist theories of perception 
have been widely discredited and replaced by direct realist theories. 
But direct realist theories do not allow for seeing in virtue of any media
tors, mental or physical. Thus the direct realist does not step onto the 
Walton's slippery slope. There is, however, according to Friday, a cost 
associated with resisting the slippery slope. The cost is having to explain 
our intuition that we see through such things as mirrors, microscopes, 
and indeed, photographs, even though, according to the realist, our intu
ition is mistaken. Friday accepts this cost and argues that the intuition is 
the result of our confusing a new way of seeing with a new attitude 
towards what is seen. (This is Friday's error theory, mentioned earlier.) 
In light of the way that photographs are produced, we tend to take a prac
tical attitude towards them as means of discovering their objects. In other 
words, we treat photographs as though they give us direct perceptual con
tact to their objects when we treat them as evidence, proof of presence or 
as windows onto past events. 57 We may treat photographs as though they 
are transparent but that does not mean they really are transparent. 

CURRIE: THE FILM IMAGE IS H IGHLY DEPICTIVE 

So far we have considered two explanations of the distinctive realism of 
films and photographs. Bazin's explanation is that a photograph literally 
puts us in the presence of its object. Walton's explanation is that we liter
ally see the object through the photograph. Both of these explanations 
mark a fundamental divide between photographs and other kinds of 
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pictures on the basis of their distinct modes of production. Currie's 
explanation, on the other hand, is an explanation of the realism of pic
tures in general, or, more specifically, an explanation of what makes 
depiction, the distinctive way in which pictures represent, distinctly real
istic. The degree to which a representational work of art is realistic 
depends on how much it depicts rather than represents in some other 
way - say, linguistically. What distinguishes film realism, on this account, 
is the 'depictive potential' of film media. Other kinds of visual art can 
depict states of affairs but only film can also depict time and space. In 
other words, films can be more thoroughly realistic than other kinds 
of representational art because they can represent more of the world real
istically. But what makes depiction so realistic? 

Currie's account of depiction is based on a particular theory of mind 
and an attention to what is going on with the viewer. On this account, 
when a picture depicts an object, we employ the same recognitional 
capacities in relation to the depiction as we would in relation to the 
object itself.58 The likeness between a horse and a picture of a horse, for 
example, is one of appearance whereby the horse and the picture share 
properties significant for our recognition of horses - the horse and the 
picture trigger the same recognitional capacity.59 Of course there are 

many properties that a picture of a horse has that a horse doesn't have 
(flatness, for example), and vice versa. But all that matters is that the 
horse and the horse picture share the property (or set of properties) that 
triggers the horse recognitional capacity, whatever that property may be. 

When the picture triggers your horse-recognitional capacity this does 
not mean that you think there is a horse in front of you.6O Your horse-rec
ognitional capacity is a different kind of mental operation than rational 
judgment - Currie describes the capacity as a 'quick-and-dirty mecha
nism which, somewhere deep in my visual-processing system, identifies 
a certain input as a horse' .  In other words, it is a more automatic and less 
flexible process that works, 'not on the basis of a detailed, comprehen
sive examination of the visual input in the light of background belief and 
all the rest, but on the basis of just a few clues extracted from the visual 
input itself' .6 1 It is, however, precisely because my horse-recognitional 
capacity is the kind of mental operation it is that depiction works as it 
does. Because my horse-recognitional capacity is quick-and-dirty, it can 
be fooled by things like donkeys at dusk and stuffed horses, but particu
larly by horse pictures. 

Thus depiction is an essentially realistic form of representation because 
it works by exploiting our visual capacities to recognize the objects 
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depicted. And film, according to Currie, is the art form that uses depic
tion most pervasively and naturally. This is seen best with the aesthetically 
significant decision to depict, rather than represent in some other way, 
spatial and temporal relations between objects as well as the objects 
themselves. A film depicts time and space when it uses the temporal and 
spatial properties of its elements to represent the temporal and spatial 
properties of the things represented. A succession of events, for example, 
can be represented by the length of time it takes to observe them on screen 
and the order in which they are experienced on screen. And the height of 
a six-foot man on screen can be represented by his being a determinate 
height in relation to the other characters and the scene as a whole. 

Even though depiction is not the only way to represent space and 
time, it is the default in film. A film-maker could decide to represent the 
passage of time with a fade, with a dissolve or with the words 'twenty 
years later' suddenly appearing on the screen.62 But in the absence of 
such devices, we assume that the time it takes to represent an event is the 
time the event itself takes. If it takes 5 minutes to represent a conversa
tion, we assume the conversation lasts 5 minutes. That is, unless the 
conversation is obviously broken up, perhaps by being intercut with 
other scenes. 

Currie can then explain why Bazin took the style of filmmakers like 
Renoir, which involves long-take, deep-focus photography, to be inher
ently realistic. This is because Renoir's style enhances our ability to 
detect the spatial and temporal properties of a film scene by using the 
natural capacity we have to detect those properties of things in the real 
world.63 Deep focus, in particular, allows us to shift our attention at will 
from one object on screen to another, just as we are able to do in the real 
world. With montage style, on the other hand, quick cutting between 
distinct spatial and temporal perspectives requires us to judge spatial and 
temporal properties by means of inference from the overall dramatic 
structure of the film. Currie is thus able to show, with a coherent and 
plausible account of depiction, that Bazin was really onto something 
when he interpreted the aesthetic significance of introducing sound to 
film in terms of realism. 

DOES THE FILM IMAGE REALLY MOVE� 

Perhaps so far in this discussion of film realism, you have felt there is 
something missing. In moving seamlessly from the analysis of photographs 

II 



AESTHETICS AND FILM 

to the analysis of film images, we have not drawn attention to the fact 
that film has extra capacities for realism that photography lacks. The 
most obvious of these capacities is the capacity for depicting motion. 
Whereas a photograph might capture a kung-fu fighter frozen in mid-air, 
a film can capture the kung-fu fighter's entire balletic trajectory. Perhaps 
Bazin's description of the way film 'mummifies' change fails to do jus
tice to the dynamic quality of the art form - just as our world is full of 
movement, so are the worlds of film. We can follow the kung-fu fighter's 
moves because the image moves - or does it? 

If the kung-fu fighter'S leap is captured in a single shot from a fixed 
perspective, we can assume that the actor playing the kung-fu fighter 
really moved before the camera. But if we are watching the kung-fu film 
in a cinema, the movement we see on the screen is traditionally generated 
by the projection of 24 static frames per second.64 Knowing this, we might 
say that the traditional projection mechanism for photographically
based film merely creates an illusion of motion for creatures with our 
particular perceptual apparatus. In other words, the answer to the ques
tion in this section's title - 'does the film image really move?' - is 
straightforwardly, 'no' . 

But perhaps this answer is not so straightforward. Currie65 and Noel 
Carroll66 are fully aware of the static mechanical basis of the impression 
of motion in film, and yet they suggest that the film image really does 
move just because it moves for us. While this does not mean that film 
motion is real in some ultimate, metaphysical sense, it does mean that 
film motion is not an illusion. In the same way, colours perceived under 
the right conditions are not illusory even if they are merely apparent. 
If colours were always illusory, we could not make sense of the fact that 
we distinguish special cases of the illusion of colour.67 We can be right 
and wrong about what colour something really is because we take the 
real colour of something to be the colour it appears to normal viewers 
under normal viewing conditions. This is why colours are commonly 
referred to as real, response-dependent properties . Currie and Carroll 
think that film motion is real in the same way because normal viewers 
under normal film-viewing conditions really see the film image move. 

Currie does not think he has to give a positive argument for his view 
because the burden of proof is on those who distrust our experience of 
film motion when, in general, we should start out by trusting our percep
tual experiences.68 Currie therefore proceeds by attempting to undermine 
the opposing view. Specifically, he challenges two common arguments for 
'illusionism,' the commonsense view that motion in film is an illusion. 
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On the first argument, the motion of film images is an illusion because 
when we look at the film strip apart from the projector, there is no motion; 
there is just a series of still negative images. Both Currie and Carroll 
have a ready response to this argument: The illusion that is up for debate 
is the illusion of motion on the screen, not on the film strip. It is the film 
engaged by the projector that appears to move. Consider the analogous 
case of musical recordings: If we hold an audio CD up to our ear, we 
don't hear any music. But that does not mean that the music we hear 
when we play the CD on our stereo is an illusion. 

The second argument for illusionism that Currie considers points to 
the fact that it is specifically creatures like us that see motion on the 
screen. On a scientifically objective description, the film projection pro
cess is just a matter of light particles hitting the screen. We could also 
give an objective description of the way that the projection apparatus 
engages the human perceptual apparatus. But movement only enters in 
when we describe the subjective experience that consistently results from 
this engagement. Thus only a subjective and not an objective description 
of the film projection process involves motion. But Currie also has a 
ready response to this argument: All that the argument indicates is that 
film motion is a real, response-dependent property like colour. 

Currie then considers a compelling objection to his own proposal; 
namely, that it destroys the distinction between the real and the merely 
apparent, eliminating many or perhaps all illusions. Consider the famous 
Miiller-Lyer illusion, which involves two hori;z;ontal lines of equal length, 
the top one with an outward-pointing arrowhead at each end and the 
bottom one with an inward-pointing arrowhead at each end: 

( ) 

>>---�< 
The illusion we have when we look at these lines is that the bottom 

line is longer than the top line. But, on Currie's account, couldn't we say 
that the greater length of the inward-pointing-arrows line is a real, 
response-dependent property? After all, none of us can help but see the 
greater length, given the kind of perceptual apparatus we have. If we 
accept Currie's proposal, couldn't we say that anything we perceive is 
real in a response-dependent way - the mirage shimmering in the desert, 
the way that film characters seem to approach us when we are watching 
a film with 3D glasses, or the way that water in waves seems to move 
towards us on the beach? 
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Currie says 'no' . Our intuitions tell us that there is an important differ
ence between genuine illusions like the Miiller-Lyer illusion and the 
phenomenon of film motion. The reason the Miiller-Lyer illusion is a gen
uine illusion is because the misleading appearance of the two lines can 
be undermined by a simple and readily available 'independent check' -
say, by measurement with an ordinary ruler or even with a piece of string. 
By contrast, Currie thinks that the ordinary film viewer cannot check 
whether he is really seeing motion on the screen. This is because our 
experience is of images, and not physical objects, moving on screen, and 
there is no way to check the movement of images independently of our 
experience of them.69 

Andrew Kania objects to this response, however. Surely, he counters, 
there is an independent test for the illusion of film motion: Simply by 
slowing down the projector, the viewer can see, with the naked eye, the 
static projected frames go by, one by one.70 Moreover, to object that this 
merely alters the conditions required for the impression of motion misses 
the point. Kania argues that the point is not to claim that since you don't 
see motion on screen when the projector is slowed down, it  must be an 
illusion that you see motion on screen when the projector runs at normal 
speed. This would not convince anyone, just as it would not convince 
anyone that the Miiller-Lyer illusion is not an illusion if you covered the 
arrowheads so that we no longer see a difference in the length of the two 
lines. Instead, the point of slowing down the projector is to bring some
one to an understanding of what is going on at a lower, mechanical level 
so that she changes her mind about what is going on when the projector 
operates at normal speed.7l 

To this, a Curriean might respond by invoking the case of solidity from 
the history of science. When scientists discovered that nothing is solid in 
the way we thought - that is, nothing is thoroughly homogeneous, they 
didn't conclude that tables, chairs and bars of gold are not solid. Analo
gously, it is not clear that we should deny motion to films just because we 
know that their underlying bases do not exactly move.72 

But Kania insists that this is a bad analogy. In the case of solidity, para
digmatic cases were examined and it was found that nothing is solid in 
the way we thought. However, since there really is a distinction to be 
marked between things we call solid and things we call liquid and gas
eous, we kept talking about solidity in the same way but with the under
standing that solidity is something different than we had thought. By 
contrast, film motion is not a paradigmatic case of motion. If we discovered 
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that paradigmatic cases actually involve an object being stationary in 
24 slightly different positions at 24 different moments in a second, then 
we might say that motion consists in something other than we thought 
and film images move paradigmatically. But when Currie asks us to 
acknowledge a new kind of 

·
response-dependent motion, he is not sug

gesting that we have been confused about the nature of ordinary motion 
all along. 

This is the point at which Kania brings the debate to a close. He 
concludes that the initial objection to Currie's notion of real, response
dependent film motion remains: By invoking the category of response
dependent properties, Currie secures the reality of film motion only by 
destroying, or at least severely depleting, the category of illusions as a 
whole. 

It is worth noting that the illusionist can allow for technical conditions 
under which the film image really would be moving. Kania asks us to 
imagine that the impression of motion is generated by a projector con
tinuously shining light through a single film frame that changes over 
time - perhaps, as Kania suggests, the frame is a liquid crystal display 
controlled by a computer. Since the images projected on screen would 
parallel the actual movements within the frame, they would really be 
continuously and contiguously moving.73 Kania sees no problem with 
saying that the same film projected in the standard way and projected in 
this special way really moves in the latter case but not in the fonner case. 
At the very least, the comparison between the two cases makes it more 
difficult to say that the standardly projected film really does move: 'Just 
as you can set up what looks like a Miiller-Lyer illusion, but in which the 
line that looks longer actually is longer, there can be something that you 
might assume to be an illusion of movement but which is in fact an 
example of movement proper' .74 

Carr911, on the other hand, would likely find such a position incoher
ent. In response to a different case, he insists that to say that the same 
film viewed in the cinema and viewed at home on the television really 
moves in the latter case and not in the fonner is 'patently contradic
tory' .75 The mechanism that generates the impression of movement in the 
cinema - namely, the projector - can (at least in principle) be decon
structed in such a way that we can see with the naked eye how movement 
is generated. But the mechanism that generates the impression of move
ment on TV cannot be deconstructed in an analogous way. If the 
slowed-down projector is the test for an illusion of movement, and the 
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same kind of test cannot be conducted on a TV-screening of a certain 
film, Carroll suggests that the illusionists ' argument is defeated simply 
by the introduction of new technology for screening films. 

This is rather a hasty conclusion, however. There could be other kinds 
of test applied to other kinds of film-screening technology that reveal 
perceived motion to be an illusion. Just because the slowed-down projec
tor test fails to apply to films shown on TV, the illusionist is not forced to 
conclude that the motion on TV is real. To think otherwise is to set up a 
false dichotomy. And even if there are no such tests for the illusion of 
movement produced by other film-screening technologies, this need not 
affect the illusionists' argument for the case of films projected in the 
traditional way. While some illusionists might like to show that film 
motion is always an illusion, there is nothing contradictory about their 
saying that, depending on how the impression of motion is generated, it 
either is or is not illUSOry. 

CONCLUSIONS 

As a reminder, here is what we have covered in this chapter: 

1 .  Bazin's confused but fascinating attempt to show that there is a single 
realist film style that realizes the true purpose of photographically
based film. 

2. Walton's argument for the transparency of photographs that preserves 
the Bazinian insight that the realism of photographs derives from the 
photographic process. 

3 .  The critical response to Walton that raises questions about the condi
tions for seeing through a photograph, the very possibility - given the 
nature of perception - of seeing through a photograph or any other 
kind of mediator, and potentially significant differences between see
ing through photographs and seeing through other things such as 
mirrors and microscopes. 

4. Currie's argument for the realism of depiction and the superior depic
tive potential of film media. 

5. The debate between Currie, Carroll and Kania about whether the tra
ditionally projected film image really moves just because we cannot 
help but see it move. 

Before taking up the question of film motion, we had come full circle 
in our quest for a proper understanding of the pictorial realism of film. 
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Currie's critique of Walton's broadly Bazinian account of photographic 
transparency leads him to give an account of film realism that also pre
serves some of Bazin's central insights. Currie himself declares that 
one's view about the pictorial realism of film does not entail a particular 
view about the realism of motion in film.76 But in true Bazinian spirit; 
Currie seems compelled to push realism as far as it will go in accounting 
for the nature of film. Perhaps you think: he has gone too far when he 
posits a new kind of response-dependent motion. But if nothing else, 
Currie's view about film motion forces us to a new awareness of the 
grounds of the commonsense illusion view. Such, an awareness is invalu
able given the increasing diversification of technological means for 
generating the impression of motion in film. 
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CHAPTER 3 

AUTHORS H I P  

In Chapters 1 and 2 ,  we learnt that photographically-based film has dis
tinctive capacities for artistically significant effects like representation, 
expression, formal play and realism. We might, therefore, assume that 
someone who creatively exploits these capacities is a film artist. More 
generally, if there are works of film art, then surely there must be film 
artists. But who are they? Given the technically complex and frequently 
collaborative nature of filmmaking, it is often difficult to know where to 
assign creative ownership and responsibility. This problem is tradition
ally construed as a problem about the authorship of a film, which reflects 
the long-standing influence of the literary paradigm in film theory. In this 
chapter we will consider whether some films have authors and what role, 
if any, the film author plays in interpretation and criticism. We will 
encounter various complications along the way, most notably with the 
distinction between an actual author - an actual person with a crucial 
role in filmmaking, often thought to be the director, and an implied 
author - an imagined figure constructed in interpretation. But before we 
enter into the debate about film authorship, we need to gain a sense of its 
history. 

The tradition of thinking about film in terms of authorship or creative 
individuality first gained prominence in France with the film journal that 
Bazin co-founded in 1 95 1 ,  the Cahiers du Cinema. The critics of the 
Cahiers advocated a new approach to filmmaking which would result in 
'auteur cinema,' 'auteur' just being the French word for 'author' . The 
critic spearheading the campaign for the new approach was Fran�ois 
Truffaut, who later became an important New Wave director. 

In the January 1954 edition of Cahiers, Truffaut mounted an attack 
on what he called the 'tradition of qUality' in French filmmaking which 
involved the adaptation of French literary classics. Films in this tradition 
were, according to Truffaut, derivative, stuffy and stylistically formulaic. 
Most importantly, they failed to explore the possibilities of the film 
medium. In contrast, auteur film was inherently cinematic, bearing the 
mark of an original and creative 'cineaste' . Among French directors, 
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Truffaut points to Jean Renoir and Robert Bresson as making innovative 
and highly individual films. These directors were more easily able to do 
this because they wrote their own screenplays. But with vision and a 
proper appreciation of film form, even a director working with someone 
else's screenplay in a restrictive studio system could contribute to 'auteur 

cinema' . Thus Truffaut and other Cahiers critics celebrated the work of 
many Hollywood directors, including Alfred Hitchcock, Orson Welles, 
Robert Aldrich and Nicholas Ray. Moreover, when the American critic, 
Andrew Sarris, tried to turn Truffaut's ideas into a theory of criticism, he 
went so far as to claim that only studio directors working with other 
people's screenplays are candidates for the highest auteur status. 

The sudden popularity of American film among post-war French 
critics was partly due to historical circumstance. During the Liberation 
period in France, all the Hollywood films from the late 1930s and early 
1940s that had been banned during the Occupation, flooded into Paris. 
The heady experience of watching so many American films closely 
together gave French cinephiles a unique appreciation of continuities 
of style and the emerging personalities of directors across bodies of 
work. Thus in his 1957 Cahiers article, 'La Politique des auteurs,' Bazin 
described auteurist critical practice as 'choosing in the artistic creation 
the personal factor as a criterion of reference, and then postulating its 
permanence and even its progress from one work to the next' .77 

The aims of the Cahiers critics who advocated auteur cinema were 
polemical rather than theoretical. Truffaut's aims, in particular, were to 
make room for a new kind of filmmaking in the conservative and hierar
chical French system, and force an appreciation of distinctly cinematic 
achievements by individual artists. Unavoidably, however, Truffaut com
mitted himself to various theoretical assumptions which were later 
articulated by Sarris. The problem, as we shall discover, was that once 
the theory behind auteurist practice was made explicit, its contradictions 
and limitations were hard to ignore. 

Since Sarris thinks that a good film is typically the product of a good 
director, he works to specify directorial standards that also function as 
critical standards. Criticism of these standards coincided with a larger 
theoretical shift in film studies under the influence of semiotics and 
structuralism. At first, attempts were made to reconcile the role of the 
auteur with a new emphasis on the impersonal codes and structures that 
supposedly run across groups of films. Auteur-structuralism was one 
such attempt: Emerging in the late 1960s, it postulated the auteur as 
the structuring unconscious latent in the work of a particular director. 
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On this view, the actual director cannot be the auteur because the auteur 

is a function of a particular kind of film analysis. The immediate result of 
the structuralist influence was thus a shift from thinking of the auteur as 
an actual person - for example, the directors Renoir and Bresson, to 
thinking of the auteur as a critical construct. In literary theory, the move 
from structuralism to post-structuralism meant that that the author-figure 
came to be regarded with great suspicion. If you have read any post
structuralist or postmodern literary theory - particularly the work of 
Michele Foucault or Roland Barthes, you will already know about the 
ultimate rejection of the notion of authorship as a repressive principle of 
interpretation. This idea has had significant influence over film theory. 
And yet, film critics have continued to refer to the author or auteur, as 
though we cannot help but think of certain films as the product of a 
creative plan or as vehicles for personal expression. 

Recently, philosophers have become interested in the tenacity of the 
notion of the film author. By formulating a clear conception of the film 
author and her role in interpretation and criticism, philosophers can hope 
to return some theoretical legitimacy to the enduring critical interest in 
authorship. But as we shall discover, this is no easy task, particularly 
because the authorship debate takes up three different kinds of claim 
about the film author. Most of the theorists we will consider touch upon 
all three. However, it is fair to say that traditional auteurists like Sarris 
were mostly concerned with the third claim, auteur-structuralists were 
mostly concerned with the second claim, and contemporary philosophers 
are mostly concerned with the first claim: 

1 .  The ontological claim: Many films are authored. A film can be seen as 
the creative product of a single individual. 

2. The interpretive claim: The best way to understand a film is as the 
creative product of a single individual - that is, as manifesting an 
individual's artistic vision. 

3. The evaluative claim: We can judge a film to be good or bad on the 
basis of its author's reputation or creative struggle. 

In order to defend either the interpretive or the evaluative claim, one 
first has to assume the ontological claim. But there is a fundamental chal
lenge to the ontological claim which derives from the way most films are 

made. If you are someone who likes to watch the credits roll at the end 
of a film screening, you will know just how many technicians, craft
speople and artists are involved in any given film project. Many of the 
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roles listed in the credits - from lead actor to best boy, are highly 
specialized such that it is unlikely that any one person involved in the 
project - even the director or producer, controls every detail of the film
making process. And yet despite knowing how complex and collaborative 
filmmaking can be, we still regularly credit films to a single person, usu
ally the director. Is this just a convenient shorthand or does it reflect some 
truth about film authorship? The question that a defender of the film 
author needs to confront is whether it makes sense to claim authorship 
for films that are serially manufactured - in other words, the vast major
ity of films, made by a series of specialists - from the screenwriter all the 
way to the editor, building on each other's  work at each stage of produc
tion. There are several replies to the question of whether serially 
manufactured films can have authors: 

1 .  The director can be the sole author of a film because his' -role in super
vising and coordinating the activities of others determines the aesthetic 
significance of the film. 

2. Someone (or something) besides the director can be sole author for 
the same reason that their role deteimines the aesthetic significance of 
the film - for example, the screenwriter, the star, the producer or even 
the studio system. 

3. Insofar as there are mUltiple artistic collaborators on a film project, 
there can be multiple authors of a film. 

4. A film can have a single, implied author who is constructed to help 
with understanding the film. 

5. Films do not have authors. Their aesthetic Significance is not deter
mined by a generative agent, actual or implied. Instead, their aesthetic 
significance might be determined by unconscious forces or by the 
audience. 

In this chapter, we will discover that there is some truth in every one 
of these replies. 

WHO IS THE CINEMATIC AUTHOR? 

To ask this question makes it sound as though a crucial assumption about 
the nature of authorship in film has already been made; namely, that there 
is only ever one author for an authored film. There could be several rea
sons why most theorists interested in authorship make this assumption. 
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For example, it could be due to the influence of the literary paradigm 
and its emphasis on single authorship, or the influence of the Romantic 
conception of artists as solitary, tortured souls aiming at personal expres
sion. Whatever the reason, however, there is an important challenge to 
the single authorship assumption, which we will consider in the form of 
an argument by a contemporary philosopher, Berys Gaut. Before we do 
this, however, let us consider the most common answer to our starting 
question, which is that, if a film has an author at all, it is the director. 

It is easy to understand why this answer is so popular. Among ordinary 
filmgoers, it is common practice to identify films by their directors - as, 
for example, when we talk about seeing the latest Scorcese or admiring 
the work of Ang Lee. It is also common practice for critics to refer to 
a certain kind of director as an auteur, one whose films are all recogniz
ably hers. However, as well as the assumption of single authorship, 
claiming that a film's author is the director rests upon a second, crucial 
assumption; namely, that the cinematic author is a real person. As we 
know from our brief survey of the history of authorship in film studies, a 
shift away from thinking of the author as a real person and towards think
ing of him as an interpretive construct occurred under the influence of 
semiotics and structuralism. 

One reason to be wary about making the author a real person derives 
from the single authorship assumption. If one is hesitant to single out 
one of the many real-life collaborators on a film project as the film's 
author but nevertheless holds onto the assumption that a film can only 
have one author, then one may be attracted to the idea of constructing a 
single author for a suitably unified collaborative film. Other reasons for 
adopting a constructivist view of authorship are tied up with particular 
theoretical commitments. For example, we shall see that Peter Wollen's 
commitment to structuralist analysis leads him to identify the director's 
unconscious preoccupations, as they emerge throughout a body of work, 
with an implied author. As well, under the influence of postmodem liter
ary theory, some film theorists conceive of authorship as one subject 
position among many in relation to 'reading' the film 'text' . 

But maybe we have got ahead of ourselves. Before considering who 
occupies the authorial role in film, we must make sure that we understand 
what this role consists in. In other words, we must have a solid concep
tion of the author, which fits both with the ordinary use of the term 
and its use in discourse about the arts. In what follows, we will compare 
two philosophical conceptions of the author: Paisley Livingston's realist 
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conception and Alexander Nehamas's constructivist - or, as he likes to 
call it, transcendental - conception. 

The most general definition of an author in the Oxford English Dic
tionary is 'the person who originates or gives existence to anything' . As 
well, however, an author can be an inventor, constructor or founder, the 
cause of events, a prompter or mover, an authority or informant, a com
poser or writer, a director, ruler or commander, and even the 'one who 
begets' - in other words, a father or ancestor. In discourse about the arts, 
the author is first and foremost the creator of a literary work. Architects 
and composers are sometimes referred to as authors, as well as the 
creative authority behind a large-scale artistic project like the ceiling of 
the Sistine Chapel. But the literary author is paradigmatic; indeed, even 
outside discourse about the arts, this kind of author may be the first that 
comes to mind for many people. 

If we want to apply the literary notion of authorship to film, we need 
to decide how the literary notion is related to the complex ordinary
language notion. In the past, literary theorists with certain agendas have 
been tempted merely to stipulate a use of the term 'author' . But, as 
the contemporary philosopher, Paisley Livingston, points out with par
ticular reference to Michel Foucault, a stipulated usage is not going to 
help us make sense of how we already think about the author. This leads 
Livingston to a pragmatic analysis of the term as a means of attribution 
for the sake of establishing socio-cultural context or the proper target 
of critique and response. The result is a 'provisional' definition of 
'author' as a 'term of art' which coincides with but also helps disam
biguate ordinary usage of the term. According to Livingston, an author is 
'an agent who intentionally makes an utterance, where the making of an 
utterance is an action, an intended function of which is expression or 
communication' .78 

For an action to be an utterance it must be intended to express or com
municate some attitude, be it a desire, belief, or intention. The fact that 
we are in control of and responsible for our utterances is enough to make 
us authors of them, even if most of our utterances are trite, formulaic, or 
unimaginative. To be the author of a particular utterance of 'Good Morn
ing' ,  one need not have invented the phrase or the social function it 
fulfils. One says it on purpose, though not necessarily with deliberation, 
and in so doing, exercises 'one's linguistic and social know-how' .79 Author
ship on Livingston's account is therefore just a fact of our being rational, 
social, and discursive creatures; it is part of a 'pragmatic framework' that 
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'remains a deeply entrenched, valuable, and arguably indispensable 
schema of interaction. It is, moreover, a schema that we frequently apply 
in discussions of the arts' .80 

Even though Livingston does not explore this possibility for the case 
of studio film, his definition allows for a single utterance having multiple 
authors - the example he gives is of John and Mary jointly sending a 
video letter to their pareBts with holiday greetings and news.8 ! For John 
and Mary to be joint-authors requires that they both intend to express 
their own attitudes in the letter - for example, they are not being coerced 
into saying things they don't mean, and though each of them may not 
know exactly what the other will say during taping, they each know that 
the other is committed to the same, shared project.82 This example also 
serves to highlight the fact that an utterance need not be linguistic. There 
are many different kinds of expressive and communicative actions, as 
well as products of these actions - a film, for example - that are authored 
because they are ' identified with reference to the relevant features of 
their context of production' .83 

Whereas Livingston gives us an entirely general account of the actual 
author, which he himself later applies to film, Nehamas gives us a spe
cifically literary account of the implied author, which it is up to us to 
apply to film. Despite their many differences, these accounts share an 
emphasis on action and intention. According to Nehamas, when we con
struct an author for a literary work, we are thinking of the work as the 
product of an action such that we make sense of it by conceiving of its 
possible motivation. The one who 'owns' the hypothesized action behind 
the work is the author. The sense in which one owns an action is very 
different from the sense in which one owns a pair of shoes or a car: One 
cannot be separated from one's actions, since an agent and her agency 
are mutually defined. This helps explain why Nehamas construes the 
author's ownership of the action resulting in a literary work in tenns of 
the author being part of that work. 

According to Nehamas, when we construe a text as a particular work, 
we create a context for that text that can be extended as far as interest 
allows. If you are trying to figure out why someone perfonned a certain 
action - say murdering his lover, you can stop at the immediate cause -
say, the murderer's discovery of his lover's infidelity, or you can keep 
going and find other more distant causes. Mter all, murder is not the only 
way that one can respond to the discovery of infidelity. Why did the jeal
ous lover commit murder instead of just shouting and throwing things 
or ending the relationship? In other words, why this particular action? 
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In order to answer this question, you are going to have to think harder 
about the jealous lover's other past experiences, general psychological 
tendencies and expectations. This involves expanding the explanatory 
context for his action. According to Nehamas, this is also what we do in 
interpretation, understood in terms of expansion rather than in terms of 
depth and hidden meaning. The one difference is that in interpretation, 
we cannot interrogate the agent whose action we are trying to under
stand. Instead we imagine what the agent would have to be like to have 
performed the particular action that results in the literary work. 

Fortunately, our imagining can be guided by knowledge of the actual, 
historical figure who wrote the text that we are interpreting. Nehamas 
argues that the author can be considered 'a plausible historical variant of 
the writer, a character the writer could have been, someone who means 
what the writer could have meant, but never, in any sense, did mean ' .  
A writer as  an actual person cannot control and i s  not aware of  all the 
features of her writing. 'But the author, produced jointly by writer and 
text, by work and -Rritic, is not a person; it is a character who is every
thing the text shdtVs it to be and who in tum determines what the text 
shows' .84 We are not, therefore, going to conceive of a medieval text 
written by a medieval monk as having a modem author. We are going to 
think of the work in relation to other medieval works and construct an 
author with a suitably medieval motivation. But this process is open
ended in that we can keep comparing the work to other works and 
complicating the explanatory context for the author's activity. 

We now have two very different conceptions of the author available to 
us - Livingston's pragmatic conception of the author as any actual per
son who performs an utterance, and Nehamas's transcendental conception 
of the author as a construct generated by and through literary interpreta
tion. The next question to consider is whether we can apply either or both 
conceptions to film. In the following section, we will examine Livings
ton's use of a modified version of his conception to show that some 
serially manufactured films have single authors. Then we will consider 
the way that auteur-structuralist, Peter Wollen, constructs an author in 
his interpretation of groups of films by particular directors. 

DO FILMS HAVE AUTHORS? 

The obvious place to start in adapting Livingston's broad definition of 
authorship for film is by replacing 'utterance' with 'cinematic utterance' . 
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Livingston suggests that 'an utterance is a cinematic one just in case the 
agent or agents who produce it employ photographic (and other) means 
in order to create an apparently moving image projected on a screen 
(or other surface) ' .8S 

Now the question is whether there are any serially manufactured films 
which count as the product of a cinematic utterance such that they count 
as authored. Livingston uses a series of real and imagined cases to show 
that, on his account, there are some serially manufactured films which 
clearly are not authored; there are others which are authored to a certain 
degree; and there are still others that are successfully completely 
authored. These cases ultimately reveal two criteria for full authorship: 
sufficient control over the final cut, since the final cut is the primary 
means by which a cinematic author can intend to make some attitudes 
manifest; and, having in mind some particular attitudes for the final cut 
to manifest. Thus the kind of control had by a film author involves having 
and being able to implement some kind of creative plan. Insofar as either 
the plan or its implementation can be partly compromised, a film can be 
only partly authored. Although this may frequently occur under studio 
conditions, full authorship remains a very real possibility - as Livingston 
demonstrates with the case of Ingmar Bergman's Winter Light ( 1 962). 

In the making of Winter Light, Bergman was crucially involved at 
every stage. He wrote his own script, did some of the casting, coached 
the actors, supervised the editing and sound-mixing, and worked closely 
with the cinematographer. He also exercised a high degree of control 
over the choice of location, props and make-up. Even those elements of 
the film that he did not help create himself - like the music by Bach - he 
appropriates for his own particular ends. At no point in production was 
Bergman coerced into changing his creative plan. To illustrate the bal
ance achieved by Bergman between control and collaboration, Livingston 
compares him to the foreman of a construction project. Just as a foreman 
discusses the building plan with his crew and then trusts them to carry 
out specific tasks under his direction, so Bergman aims to share his artis
tic vision with his collaborators in order to constrain and synchronize 
their specialized roles.86 

In claiming sole authorship for Bergman, Livingston is not overlook
ing the fact that many other talented people worked on Winter Light. 

His point is just that all the other collaborators were working to make 
Bergman 's film, to realize Bergman 's artistic vision. In other words, 
being an artistic contributor to a project does not make one its co-author 
unless one 'exercises decisive control over the creative process and takes 
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credit for the work' .87 This distinction between a non-controlling artistic 
contributor and an author is not one that everyone recognizes, however. 
Gaut, in particular, considers anyone who makes 'a significant artistic 
difference to the work' to have a share in its ownership. In painting, for 
example, it is now standard to ascribe a work, not just to a master painter 
like Rembrandt, but also to the master's workshop. But even though there 
is collaboration in many of the arts, Gaut goes on to note that the artistic 
effects of collaboration in film tend to be far more significant. 88 

Compare the case of film with that of architecture: When we say that 
a building is by Frank Gehry, we mean that Gehry is its sole author even 
though he has no hand in its actual construction. The builders are not 
Gehry's co-authors because their work involves simply realizing Gehry's 
deSign. Whereas Gehry can specify the exact dimensions of his building 
and the exact materials to be used in its construction, a film director has 
to leave it up to her collaborators to decide exactly how to carry out many 
of theirf�ssigned tasks. There are simply too many possible dimensions 
of variation in how these tasks are performed; practically speaking, a 
single person could not issue directorial instructions precise enough to 
accommodate every possible variation. The task of acting illustrates this 
point nicely: No amount of directorial instruction can control exactly 
how an actor says his lines and the exact nuances of emotion and mean
ing that he brings to them. The director cannot simply manipulate 
actors like puppets in order to realize her personal artistic vision through 
them, and yet an actor's performance may contribute significantly to 
the aesthetic significance of .a film - take for example, Daniel Day 
Lewis's magnificent performance in There Will be Blood (2008). This 
suggests to Gaut that at least some film actors are co-authors alongside 
the director. 89 

The same is not true for theatre actors, however. Gaut points to a 
fundamental ontological difference between film, as an audio-visual 
recording art, and theatre, as a literary art, that explains why theatre 
actors are not usually co-authors of the plays which they perform. Since 
a play is individuated by its script, the playwright fully determines the 
characters before they are portrayed by different actors. No doubt the 
first portrayal of Othello by the famous Renaissance actor, Richard 
Burbage, was very different from the acclaimed early-twentieth century 
portrayal by Paul Robeson. But the fact remains that both Burbage and 
Robeson are portraying the same character from Shakespeare's play. By 
contrast, a character in a film cannot be fully determined by, say, a 
screenwriter or a director before he is portrayed by an actor on camera. 
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This is because a recorded perfonnance is part of what makes a film what 
it is; namely a series of moving images, (often) with sound. Since a film 
cannot be perfonned but instead incorporates recorded perfonnances, 
and since film actors give the perfonnances that, when recorded, become 
part of the film as an object of aesthetic appreciation, Gaut argues that 
actors are one kind of film collaborator among many that have a claim to 
authorship. 

Whereas Gaut is willing to count as a film's author anyone who plays 
an aesthetically significant role in its production, Livingston only counts 
as a film's author someone for whom the film is a direct and personal 
vehicle of expression. This means that, overall, Gaut will consider many 
more serially manufactured films than Livingston to be authored. But he 
will consider far fewer films than Livingston to have actual, single 
authors. 

In the case of large-scale studio film production, if not in the case of 
small-scale independent, amateur, or experimental film production, one 
might be tempted to give up trying to identify an actual, single author for 
a film and instead settle for constructing an author when it helps with 
interpretation. But can we do this? Can we intelligibly and usefully con
struct a single author for a highly collaborative film in the way that 
Nehamas suggests we construct a single author for a literary work? In 
order to answer this question, we will first assess one fonn that the con
structivist strategy has taken in film theory. Then we will consider some 
general objections to the constructivist strategy. 

In the late 1960s, a group of British film theorists under the influence 
of the French structural anthropologist, Claude Levi-Strauss, developed 
a new approach to film interpretation called auteur-structuralism. On this 
approach, the auteur is both the product and locus of structural analysis. 
On Levi-Strauss's model, structural analysis involves tracing the com
plex cultural expression of various binary opposites that structure our 
thinking. Applying this model to film, auteur-structuralists tried to iden
tify the basic binary motifs that characterize a body of work and trace the 
development of their expression. The way that the auteur enters into this 
approach is by representing the source of the structure of thinking 
expressed in the structure of a certain group of films. According to one 
leading auteur-structuralist, Peter Wollen, the auteur is identified with 
the 'film unconscious' or its expression in the binary thematic structure 
of the film. Thus the basic oppositions between garden and wilderness, 
and nature and culture that characterize films by John Ford are attributed 
to 'Ford' the auteur, the imagined mind, but not to the actual person, 
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Ford, since his relationship to the film is mediated by the work of other 
collaborators.9O 

According to Wollen, the auteur-structuralist approach reinforces 
many of our common judgments about the work of different directors. 
The richness and complexity of Ford's films at the level of structural 
analysis explains their widely recognized critical importance. In turn, 

this suggests that the value of a film like The Searchers ( 1956) lies in its 
potential for re-structuring culture and our thinking . Thus Wollen con
cludes, ' [a] valuable work, a powerful work at least, is one which 
challenges codes, overthrows established ways of reading or looking, not 
simply to establish new ones, but to compel an unending dialogue, not at 
random but productively' .91  

We will return to the question of what makes a film good or bad for an 
auteurist in the next section (and we will examine the nature of so-called 
cinem�tic 'codes' in the next chapter) . First we need to consider whether 
the general strategy behind auteur-structuralism - the strategy of con
structing an auteur as part of film interpretation - is a good one. The 
reason we will evaluate this general strategy and not the specifics of 
auteur-structuralism is because, in the history of film theory, auteur

structuralism represents little more than a temporary bridge between two 
opposed methodologies. As the film author was swept away by the tide 
of postmodernism, auteur-structuralism was abandoned before it was 
fully developed. 

Let us, therefore, return to a more general question: Can we really 
construct a film author? Nehamas suggests that to do so in literary inter
pretation is an inevitable result of construing a text as a work - the 
product of an imagined action. But what of film interpretation? Is it also 
the case that we can make sense of a film in terms of an imagined film
maker with a particular motivation? Once again, this brings us back to 
the complex and highly collaborative nature of filmmaking. Even if you 
do not know much about filmmaking, the film itself, with its diverse 
combination of visual and acoustic elements, betrays something of the 
enormity of the task of its creation. But if one has this sense of a film's 
collaborative origins, perhaps it would be difficult and unhelpful to attri
bute the final work to a single, imagined author. We would have to 
imaginatively ascribe to this author responsibility for every aspect of a 
film from its musical score to its lighting and cinematography, and even 
all the performances of the actors. But then, as Gaut suggests, we would 
be working with such an alien entity, one with superhuman abilities 
such as the ability to control actors like puppets while simultaneously 
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planning every camera move, that we would not be able to understand the 
author's motivation. According to Nehamas, the whole point of construct
ing an author is to rationalize a work as the product of a particular action, 
ascribable to a particular kind of agent with a particular motivation. 

The difficulty in fully imagining a single, implied author for a serially 
manufactured film could explain the vagueness of Wollen's description 
of the auteur as 'an unconscious catalyst' after whom the defining struc
ture of a group of films is named. Indeed, it is difficult to see why Wollen 
bothers with the auteur at all if he is really interested in structures and 
codes. In Gaut's case, however, he remains sensitive to the way that film 
interpretation is guided by signs of creative intelligence in the work 
itself. But he insists that these signs do not need to be signs of a single 
author; they can be signs of multiple authors who we may imagine as 
coordinating their creative activities more or less successfully in a more 
or less unified film. 

Even if it is difficult, in the case of studio film, to imagine a single 
author, the method of interpretation involving the construction of authors 
is still permitted by Gaut. Livingston, on the other hand, sees little to 
recommend such a method: Either a film has an actual author, in which 
case there is no need to construct one, or it does not have an actual author, 
and then it would be misleading to imagine that it does. 

AUTHOR-BASED FILM CRITICISM 

Thus Livingston, unlike the constructivists, does not view the attribution 
of authorship as an integral and essential part of film interpretation. We 
can only decide on a case-by-case basis whether a film's expressed atti
tudes can be seen as the intended results of an actual author's activities. 
Of course this requires us to know quite a bit about how a film was made 
and many ordinary viewers do not seek out this kind of information 
before watching a film. But Livingston insists that this does not make 
such information any less valuable for interpretation. Any interpretation 
that we offer of a film has to match up with relevant features of that film, 
and some of those features will be tied to the film's 'causal history' .92 
However, Livingston would be the first to admit that only for certain 
films will these causal features be features of authorship. He does not 
specify the differences in how we interpret films with and without 
authors. And although his example of Bergman's Winter Light suggests 
a connection between the value of a film and its having a visionary 
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author, Livingston does not develop a theory of author-based criticism. 
By contrast, for traditional auteurists, this was precisely the goal behind 
the first step of identifying a film's actual author. 

The idea developed by the critics of the Cahiers, particularly Francrois 
Truffaut, that there is a certain kind of film-maker who makes truly cin
ematic and personally expressive films, was imported to the United States 
in the early 1960s by the film critic, Andrew Sarris. Keeping 'auteur' as 
the label for this kind of director, Sarris formulated explicit principles for 
author-based film criticism. These were to be applied to American film, 
which ever since the First World War had been almost entirely based in 
Hollywood. Tired of the critical overshadowing of Hollywood 'enter
tainment' by European 'art' film, Sarris saw auteur theory as a way of 
elevating the American director and celebrating the rich tradition of 
Amerlcan film. As a more 'scholarly' approach compared to the 'subjec
tive perils of. impressionistic and ideological' journalistic criticism, 
Sarris also saw auteur theory as a way to institutionalize the study of film 
in North America.93 While acknowledging the established European and 
Asian auteurs, Sarris recasts the American director as a cowboy-figure 
engaged in a heroic creative struggle against the oppressive machinery of 
the Hollywood studio system. Notable 'cowboys' include Raoul Walsh, 
Howard Hawks, and John Ford. The good director, according to Sarris, 
makes good films by winning his struggle against the system. The critic's 
task is to identify the signs of a successful struggle across a director's 
body of work. 

In particular, the critic looks for three things: Signs of technical com
petence on the part of the director, signs of the director's personality, 
and signs of the creation of what Sarris calls, ' interior meaning' . Since a 
Hollywood director is usually working with someone else's script, his 
personality emerges, not in the subject-matter of his films, but in his 
treatment of the material. The inevitable tension that persists between a 
film's material and directorial personality is the source of interior mean
ing. Although interior meaning is supposed to be the highest mark of a 
film's value, Sarris admits that it is hard to say what it is exactly. This is 
because interior meaning 'is imbedded in the stuff of the cinema and 
cannot be rendered in noncinematic terms' .  The most we can do is point 
to examples of moments in particular films when we are brought to rec
ognize interior meaning. The example Sarris gives is, surprisingly, not 
from an American film: It is a particular scene in Rules of the Game 

( 1939) when the character Octave (played by the director, Jean Renoir) 
pauses in his 'bearishly shambling journey to the heroine's boudoir' . 
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Sarris remarks, ' [i]f I could describe the musical grace note of that 
momentary suspension, and I can't, I might be able to provide a more 
precise definition of the auteur theory' .94 

The more closely you study a body of work, comparing films by the 
same director, the more instances of the expression of personality and 
interior meaning you will find. In other words, you will notice greater 
stylistic continuity across a body of work - say, through the repeated use· 
of a particular narrative device, and you will gain a stronger sense of the 
director's particular outlook and sensibility. The 'joys of the auteur 

theory' derive from the surprising discoveries the critic can make in her 
comparative analysis. Ultimately, then, Sarris seems to recommend his 
critical approach as a way to get more out of watching studio films. But 
whether the approach has internal coherence and intuitive plausibility is 
a further question. 

It is another American critic, and one of Sarris's contemporaries, who 
pursues this question most vehemently. Pauline Kael makes no effort to 
hide her derision for auteur theory, and sometimes sacrifices logical 
argument for the sake of witty retort. Nevertheless, she raises some 
important objections to Sarris's evaluative criteria.95 Technical compe
tence, Kael argues, cannot be a prerequisite for good direction becaus� 
there are directors whose greatness derives in part from their inventive
ness in the absence of technical competence - her example is the Italian 
director, Michelangelo Antonioni. As for the expression of personality 
in the treatment of material, this is not just unnecessary for a good film, 
but might actually make for a bad film. This is because we tend to notice 
the personality of the director most in his worst films, those that simply 
re-use particularly effective devices that characterize his style. By link
ing uniformity of style and the expression of personality, auteur theory 
ends up celebrating, not artistic originality, but the mastery of a set of 
'tricks' for manipulating the audience. The result is that 'often the works 
auteur critics call masterpieces are ones that seem to reveal the contempt 
of the director for the audience' .96 

Finally, Kael considers interior meaning, the ultimate stamp of the 
auteur, and decides that it is illUSOry. For one thing, it is rare to find the 
kind of tension that is supposed to be productive of interior meaning 
because any 'competent commercial director generally does the best he 
can with what he's got to work with' . But even if there is such tension in 
a film, Kael asks, 'what kind of meaning could you draw out of it except 
that the director's having a bad time with lousy material or material he 
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doesn't like?' .97 Looking for interior meaning is just the auteur critics ' 
excuse for repeatedly watching mediocre films, films which only display 
the requisite tension at the expense of a unity of form and content. 

Much of the force of Kael's attack on Sarris derives from her convic
tion that auteur theory violates the ethics of criticism. It does this, she 
thinks, by encouraging praise for the occasional bad film by a favoured 
director and censure of the occasional good film by an unpredictable 
director, as well as by regarding any director who works with her own 
material as suspect. Thus despite the vitriol, Kael's analysis reminds us 
of the danger that author-based criticism become merely a cult of person
ality. From what we have seen in this chapter, this danger might be 
avoided in at least two ways: By referring to a single, implied author 
instead of the actual director, or by acknowledging the authorial role of 
multiple collaborators. This is not to deny, however, that a suitably qual
ified reference to the director of a film could also guide interpretation and 
appreciation. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Author-based criticism is of course not the only form of film evaluation. 
In Chapter 5, we will consider other forms that involve only peripheral 
reference to the film-maker. The point of considering author-based criti
cism here is that it involves certain assumptions about the nature and 
status of the film author. Despite disagreement over the acceptability of 
these assumptions, participants in the film authorship debate can agree 
that in the complex and highly collaborative production of serially manu
factured films, there is often a dominant collaborator and this is often the 
director. It would be interesting to try to articulate what it is about the 
role of a director and film culture in general that often makes the director 
assume dominance in the minds of critics and ordinary viewers. But 
the more pressing philosophical question concerns whether a dominant 
collaborator has creative ownership over a film, and if so, what kind. As 
we have learnt, there are several ways of answering this question: The 
dominant collaborator on a particular film could be 

1 .  the sole author; 
2. one author among many; or 
3. not an author at all. 
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If we choose the third answer, this could be for one of two reasons: 

i. with a multitude of collaborators, there can be no actual authors; 
or 

ii. the author is not an actual person but an interpretive construct. 

Finally, even if we accept that the dominant collaborator on a particu
lar film is its actual author, we can still interpret the film in terms of the 
role of an implied author. 

These are the options for assigning authorship made available by our 
discussion in this chapter. There are, however, further considerations 
concerning new technology that might complicate these options. One 
such consideration derives from the introduction of DVDs. 

As well as the film itself, many DVDs include commentary by direc
tors and other collaborators, as well as out-takes and even alternate 
endings. A DVD may also give two or more versions of the same film. 
For example, in 2006, a two-DVD 'collector's edition' of Apocalypse 

Now ( 1 979) was released, which includes both the original theatrical 
version of the film as well as the 2001 re-released version, Apocalypse 

Now Redux, with over 49 minutes of extra footage. The DVD set also 
includes such items as a clip of Marlon Brando reading T. S. Eliot's 'The 
Hollow Men' ,  new production 'featurettes' , and cast member interviews. 
It is interesting to consider whether the addition of all this 'supplemen
tary material' makes it easier or more difficult to assign authorship. 

On the one hand, the supplementary material may help us to determine 
whether the director's or some other collaborator's artistic aims have 
been realized in the final work. On the other hand, it may also draw our 
attention to the high degree of contingency and circumstance governing 
how this film, like any other massive production, turns out. In comparing 
the two versions of Apocalypse Now we could decide that one has an 
(actual or implied) author and the other does not, or that they have differ
ent (actual or implied) authors (which then raises the question of whether 
the two versions really count as two versions of the same film). One thing 
is clear, however. We would not be in a position to make any kind of 
decision about a complex case like Apocalypse Now on DVD without the 
work we have already done in this chapter - without first having care
fully distinguished kinds of authorship, criteria for the assignment of 
authorship and criteria for author-based film criticism. 
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CHAPTER 4 

TH E LAN G UAG E  OF FILM 

The influence of a literary paradigm is felt, not only in the debate about 
film authorship, but also in another debate that bridges classical and 
psycho-semiotic film theory. This is the debate about whether there is 
a language of film and, consequently, whether we understand and appre
ciate a film in fundamentally the same way as we understand and appre
ciatt'{-a literary work. Given that languages have to be leamt by grasping 
the conventions that govern the meaning of words and the operations of 
grammar, th� possibility that film functions like a language has serious 
implications for its claim to realism. As we leamt in Chapter 2, the real
ism of film is often explained in terms of our seemingly natural ability to 
recognize on the film screen what was filmed. But if we are 'reading' 
film like a language, then this recognitional capacity is not natural, after 
all, but conventional, and the accessibility of film images cannot be taken 
as a sign of their realism. If we wish, therefore, to settle on a coherent 
picture of the nature of film, particularly in its traditional medium, we 
must take up the debate about film and language. 

In the heyday of psycho-semiotic film theory, it was quite common for 
scholars to talk about the 'grammar' of the film or the shot,98 and even 
today, it is common for scholars to talk about 'reading' a film or film 
genre.99 In most of these instances, however, language terms are only being 
used metaphorically, and without any ontological commitments, to refer 
to different modes of film analysis and interpretation. This reflects a 
broader tendency in the arts to use language terms to suggest the serious
ness and rigor of a particular mode of analysis or the elevated status of a 
certain art form or genre - as when art historians identify a mature style 
of painting or architecture in terms of its distinctive 'grammar' . But in 
relation to art in general, language terms are not only used metaphori
cally. Nelson Goodman, for example, does not call his seminal work in 
aesthetics, Languages of Art, 100 just because it sounds serious and intrigu
ing. Rather, he uses this title because his work contains a theory about the 
language-like conventionality of artistic representation. Similarly, when 

57 



AESTHETICS AND FILM 

film theorist Christian Metz uses language terms, it is not merely for 
rhetorical flourish. In his case, it is because he is applying the general semi
otics of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure to film. Since Saussure 
prioritized language as the paradigmatic semiotic system, it is not surpris
ing that Metz refers to 'cinematographic language,' and aims 'to study 
the orderings and functionings of the main signifying units used in the 
cinematic message' . 10 1  

When language terms are used literally in relation to film, the philoso
pher naturally pricks her ears. Now we have a genuinely philosophical 
question to consider concerning the nature of film. The question of 
whether there is a language of film is not the question of whether films 
involve language - say with dialogue or text, but whether there is a 
language of film images. The images in a film are the individual shots, 
traditionally animated as a succession of frames passing before the pro
jector beam, and then combined into sequences through editing. Thus 
the question of whether there is a language of film images is the question 
of whether individual shots and their combinations constitute a language. 
In other words, it is either the question of whether individual shots func
tion like words or sentences, or it is the question of whether the combina
tion of individual shots occurs in the same way as the combination of 
words and sentences. Furthermore, the question of whether shots func
tion as words or sentences concerns whether they acquire their literal or 
intrinsic meaning in the same way as words and sentences. This means 
that the starting question, whether there is a language of film, tends to 
reduce to the . question of whether we understand film as a language. 
When the focus is on narrative film, this question becomes even more 
focused: Do we understand the story in a film in the same way that we 
understand a story in a novel, say, which is written out in a familiar 
language? 

Even though there may be no definition of language, we can agree on 
a range of uncontroversial examples like English, French and Arabic. 
These and other natural languages are the subject of linguistics, and the 
aim for many film theorists in defending the language-like nature of film 
is to qualify film for the rigours of linguistic analysis. Metz sums up this 
aim when he suggests that the precise, analytical methods of linguistics 
'provide the semiotics of the cinema with a constant and precious aid in 
establishing units that, though they are still approximate, are liable over 
time (and, one hopes, through the work of many scholars) to become 
progressively refined' . 1 02 Given that the purpose of the film-language 
analogy is to qualify film for linguistic analysis, the best way to test the 
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analogy is by comparing film to a language like English that already 
qualifies for such analysis. 

In an initial comparison, we immediately see that the 'language' of 
film images is more limited than English in its modes of transmission 
and representation. Whereas English is available through all our senses 
- through sight in its written form, through hearing in its spoken form, 
through touch in Braille, and at least in principle through taste and smell 
in coded forms, film 'language' is only available to us through sight. 
Furthermore, in the written form of English, the wide variety of fonts and 
styles of handwriting suggest a degree of flexibility in exactly how we 
represent a natural language. But with a film image, there is no such flex
ibility : Any modification to how the image looks changes its meaning. 103 
Thes� 'differences raise interesting questions about whether film 'lan
guage' can be translated in the way that all natural languages can be 
translated into one another (albeit with some loss in shades of meaning). 
The Russian silent-film-maker and theorist, Vsevolod Pudovkin, argued 
that the task of the film director is to translate a fully written-out sce
nario, word-by-word, into images that are then edited together just as the 
words of the scenario are combined into sentences and phrases. 104 This 
might strike one as a highly idiosyncratic view of film-making, however. 
If it does, the underlying reason may have to do with further differences 
between language and film that we shall discuss in this chapter. 

If you are already suspicious of the film-language analogy, you may 
want to consider a weaker claim: Not that film is a language, but that 
film belongs to a larger category which also includes languages. This is 
the category of semiotic systems or systems of signs. Other things that 
have been called semiotic systems include the natural languages, traffic 
signs, ships' signalling systems, the gestures of Trappist monks, sema
phore, conventions of dress or costume, and even myths. Semiotics is the 
study of systems of signs and specifically the codes that determine the 
meaning of signs. Film semiotics, in particular, reduces the task of the 
film theorist and critic to one of 'de-coding' films, thereby determining, 
not just what every shot and sequence means, but how every shot and 
sequence means what it means - by what cultural, artistic or cinematic 
convention. 

The questions whether film is a system of signs to be de-coded and 
whether film is a language are intertwined in psycho-semiotic film 
theory. Nevertheless, there are several concerns specific to the first ques
tion that we shall consider. These have to do with the implications of 
using key terms like 'code' and 'sign' in equivocal and ambiguous ways, 
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as well as with the prospects for substantial theoretical results in the 
mere classification of conventions. Ultimately, however, our goal in this 
chapter is to see whether our understanding of the nature and value of 
film art is deepened or merely obfuscated by the comparison to language 
and other sign-systems. 

FILM, LANGUAGE AND MONTAGE 

( ) 
Even though the film-language analogy is most fully developed in 
psycho-semiotic film theory, it is first made much earlier, during the era 
of silent film, by those Soviet film-makers and theorists, particularly 
Pudovkin and Sergei Eisenstein, who take editing or montage to be the 
defining feature of film art. Both Pudovkin and Eisenstein are interested 
in how the meaning of a film qua work of art, and not just the depictive 
meaning of its individual shots, is created in context through the process 
of montage. In order to emphasize the importance of montage for creat
ing meaning and artistic value, Pudovkin makes a comparison between 
film and literature. In a literary work, he suggests, it is not the literal 
meaning of individual words that matters aesthetically but instead how 
the writer combines those words to create rich images and associations. 
The example Pudovkin uses involves the initial selection of the word, 
'beech,' which, on its own, 'is only the raw skeleton of a meaning, so to 
speak, a concept without essence or precision' .  When this word is com
bined in a phrase like, ' ' 'the tender green of a young beech,'" it is no 
longer 'merely a bare suggestion' .  Rather, it 'has become part of a defi
nite, literary form. The dead word has been waked to life through art' . IDS 

Pudovkin goes on to suggest that the individual words of a literary work 
are equivalent to the individual shots of a film. Thus in the same way, 
what those shots literally mean in terms of what they show is not aes
thetically relevant, and the accumulated literal meaning of the shots is 
not equivalent to the meaning of the film. Rather, the creative combina
tion of shots through editing yields the only meaning that matters for 
evaluating and interpreting a film. 

One problem with this account is that in both the case of literature 
and the case of film, even though context is important for interpretation, 
literal meaning still matters . Thus to use Pudovkin's own example, it 
matters what the word 'beech' literally means in the phrase, 'the tender 
green of a young beech' ,  even though it is only the phrase as a whole 
that gives us an image of this particular beech tree. It would make a 
difference to the connotative meaning of the line if, for example, the 
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poet had written 'willow' or 'bicycle' instead of 'beech' .  This problem 
reflects the limitations of the exclusive emphasis on editing among Soviet 
film-makers. Whereas it is undoubtedly true that editing adds meaning 
and value to a film, it is also true that a well-composed and expressive 
shot can have the same kind of meaning and value. 

Another problem with Pudovkin's account is that words and shots 
resist comparison. As Metz will later point out, even a close-up shot of a 
single objecr- say a revolver - cannot be translated as the single word, 
'revolver' , 'but at the very least, and without speaking of the connota
tions, it signifies "Here is a revolver! ' ' '  . 106 Metz goes on to suggest that 
the shot is not even equivalent to a sentence, since it contains 'a quantity 
of undefined information' . All the detail contained in a shot of a land
scape, say, could be expressed in a multitude of ways, in a multitude 
of sentences. Thus, Metz concludes, a shot is only equivalent to 'the 
complex statement of undefined length' . 1 07 This is also because a shot, 
like a statement and unlike a sentence, is always asserted - as indicated 
by Metz's translation of the close-up shot of a revolver as 'Here is a 
revolver' . At this point one might be tempted to give up on the analogy 
between the shot and any part of language. We will return to this possi
bility a little further ahead. For now, it is enough to note that the word-shot 
analogy on which Pudovkin relies is problematic. 

Like Pudovkin, Eisenstein is interested in the way that editing creates 
connotative meaning. But he seeks to avoid some of Pudovkin's difficul
ties by using a different language analogy: Instead of comparing film 
with literature, Eisenstein compares film, and specifically shot combina
tions, with a kind of character in Japanese writing, derived from Chinese 
writing, that he calls an ideogram. This kind of character refers to an 
abstract idea by means of combining and modifying pictographic charac
ters that depict, in a stylized way, non-abstract objects associated with 
the idea. The Chinese character for 'bright' , for example, combines the 
pictograms that represent the sun and the moon, and the Chinese charac
ter for 'good' combines the pictograms that represent a woman and a 
child. As Eisenstein describes the way such characters function, ' [b]y the 
combination of two "depictables" is achieved the representation of some
thing that is graphically undepictable' .  Then he claims that this exact 
same process occurs in film. In virtue of editing, shots 'that are depictive, 

single in meaning, neutral in content' are combined 'into intellectual 

contexts and series' . 108 

Eisenstein's own films were the testing ground for his theory of 'intel
lectual montage' . In October: Ten Days that Shook the World ( 1927), a 
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commemorative dramatization of the Bolshevik Revolution of October 
19 17, there is a famous sequence that juxtaposes a Baroque image of 
Jesus with images of Hindu deities, the Buddha, Aztec gods, and finally 
a primitive idol, in order to suggest the sameness of all religions. The 
idol is then compared with military regalia to suggest the linking of patri
otism and religious fervour. In another sequence, shots of Alexander 
Kerensky, head of the pre-revolutionary Provisional Government, are 

interspersed with shots of a preening mechanical peacock, to suggest, 
quite clearly, the leader's vanity. and decadence. 

The fact that these shot sequences are so distinctive immediately raises 
doubts about the utility of Eisenstein's theory as a general account of the 
meaning of a film. Sometimes - perhaps most of the time, there is no 
conceptual meaning generated by a certain combination of images. When 
a fight scene in a Kung Fu movie is edited so that we see only the most 
salient moments of action, the meaning of the sequence depends upon 
the literal meaning of the individual shots, each depicting part of the 
action. In other words, the ordering of shots may not have any meaning 
beyond the meaning that it has for the action. Moreover, this case is not 
unusual, since we are often meant to pay attention, first and foremost, to 
what is shown, rather than what is merely suggested, on screen. 

FILM SEMIOTICS 

Motivated by a commitment to Bazinian realism, the next generation of 
theorists interested in film language are highly critical of Eisenstein's 
account. Metz, in particular, seems to think that the montagists over
emphasized symbolic meaning in film at the expense of depictive meaning. 
As a result, they failed to recognize the natural tendency of the film 
medium towards narrative - just by joining meaningful images together, 
a film tells a story. Thus according to Metz, ' [g]oing from one image to 
two images, is to go from image to language' . 109 

Christian Metz has been called the most important film theorist since 
Bazin. Indeed, Alfred Guzzetti characterizes Metz's importance in terms 
of a dialogue between Metz and Bazin: With the title of his main work of 
film theory, Bazin asks, What is Cinema?, and Metz replies, 'cinema is a 
language' .  Even if Metz is not the first film theorist to think of film in 
terms of language, Guzzetti insists that Metz is the first theorist to inform 
this way of thinking with a sophisticated understanding of linguistics, 
particularly the linguistics of Saussure. 1 10 
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In fact, however, Metz's answer to Bazin's question is not so simple, 
precisely because he was working within the technical framework of 
Saussurian linguistics. On Metz's account, film is not just a language but 
a language without a system. This qualification reflects Saussure's dis
tinction between langue and parole, or language and language system. 
Langue is the system of rules and conventions or codes that make up a 
language, independently of its use on particular occasions. Parole is an 
instance of language use. Saussure was most interested in langue, or the 
language system, and he might have said that every individual film is the 
parole of an underlying film langue. But Metz, based on his close study 
of film, argues that there is no underlying system of which individual 
films represent particular applications. There is just the film language 
being created as it is used in every film. 

The language analogy holds for Metz insofar as film is fundamen
tally communicative - each film has a message for its viewers. But the 
analogy only goes so far because a film's message is available to us 
directly and naturally, and not by means of convention, given our ability 
to recognize what an image depicts. At some points in Metz's account, 
this seems to mean that the message of a particular film is not heavily 
coded. But Metz retreats from this claim in suggesting that the standard 
combination and organization of the natural signs of film images, par
ticularly in the creation of a narrative, creates a cinematic code that it is 
the task of film semioticiansl l l  to analyse. 

Metz is most interested in codes that are specific to the film medium, 
which include conventions of film punctuation like the fade in and out, 
and the dissolve, as well as conventions of montage for presenting the 
depictive material. According to Metz, a film is made up of basic units of 
meaning that he calls ' syntagmas' .  In his analysis of narrative film, Metz 
arrives at a taxonomy of eight different kinds of syntagma. A series of 
shots that alternate between two events might constitute an 'alternate 
syntagma' insofar as it shows two events occurring simultaneously. 
Moreover, a series of shots showing a landscape might constitute a 
'descriptive syntagma' insofar as it shows what the landscape is like 
rather than events unfolding over time. The reason that the syntagmas 
constitute codes is that they determine meaning conventionally, accord
ing to standard practices of montage. Thus, for example, even if the 
depicted content of individual shots in an alternating sequence is natu
rally available to us, we have to learn that the alternating sequence itself 
indicates simultaneity. 
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Metz assumes that the codes of film punctuation and montage concern 
denotation in film, or what the images in a film literally show us. But 
there are also codes that govern connotation in film, or the symbolic and 
expressive meaning that a shot or a series of shots acquires. For example, 
an American Gangster film might give an impression of foreboding in 
the w;ay that it presents a scene of deserted wharves .  While it is important 
to fig�re out the conventions governing the creation of such an impres
sion, Metz gives priority to figuring out conventions governing denotation. 
In fact, however, it is not clear that Metz's distinction between denota
tion and connotation in a film can be upheld, since, as Gilbert Harman 
suggests, we figure out the plot of a film by referring both to what is 
shown and the way it is shown in context. 1 1 2 But even if the distinction 
could be upheld, another film semiotician, Peter Wollen, argues that 
Metz has his priorities wrong. It is connotative meaning and not denota
tive meaning that is the proper subject of film aesthetics and criticism. 
More generally, Wollen argues that Metz's analysis of cinematic codes 
and meaning is limited by Metz's adherence to the language analogy. For 
Wollen, since language is simply one kind of sign system among many, 
we must analyse film, not in terms of language, but just as another sign 
system. 

For this kind of analysis, Wollen relies on a theory of signs given by 
the philosopher Charles Pierce who, along with Saussure, is considered 
to be a co-founder of semiotics. According to Pierce, a sign can function 
in three ways - as an icon, as an index, and as a symbol. According to 
Wollen, the film image can combine all three aspects of the sign. Insofar 
as a film image resembles its subject, it functions as an icon; insofar as a 
film image is causally related to its subject, it functions as an index; and, 
insofar as a film image bears connotative meaning as a result of context 
and convention, it functions as a symbol. A great film-maker is someone 
who can manipulate all three aspects of the sign, so that his films have 
'pictorial beauty' (due to the iconic function), 'documentary truth' (due 
to the indexical function), and 'conceptual meaning' (due to the sym
bolic function). Wollen cites French New Wave director, Jean-Luc 
Godard, as an example of a film-maker who is great in this respect. I 1 3  

By appealing to a general theory of signs, Wollen moves away from 
the linguistic analogy. Part of the reason that he is not tied to this analogy 
in the same way as Metz is that Wollen does not assume that film is 
essentially communicative and that every film carries a message. As 
works of art, films explore the implications of signs rather than simply 
using them to communicate. However, there are still codes for the film 
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semiotician to study, which are the means by which we interpret the 
signs making up a film. According to Wollen, works of art 'exploit and 
call attention to various codes. The greatest works "interrogate" their 
own codes by pitting them against each other' . 1 14 

Despite their differences, then, Metz and Wollen agree that film theory 
and criticism is largely concerned with identifying, organizing and deci
phering cinematic codes. But what, exactly, is a cinematic code? In 
ordinary language use, 'code' can mean either a cipher - in the sense of 
de-coding a message, or a convention or style - in the sense of codes of 
dress and military behaviour. The difficulty, according to Harman, is that 
film semioticians fail to mark this distinction in their use of the term. 
Thus, it is unclear whether Metz's syntagma taxonomy is an exercise in 
de-coding in the sense of explicating how a film has a meaning or in the 
sense of identifying structural features of a film. Similarly, when Wollen 
refers to the importance of iconography in film, and the codes of sym
bolic meaning on which it depends, he seems to be talking about style, 
expression, thematic material, and symbolism all at the same time. This 
leads Harman to accuse film semioticians of 'cheating' with their broad 
and loose use of the term 'code ' .  This usage, he argues, 'disguises the 
fact that much of aesthetics and criticism is properly concerned with 
something other than the significance of signs' . 1 1 5 

Remember, as well, that the ultimate purpose of both the language 
analogy and broader semiotic analysis in film theory is to help us account 
for the way that films acquire meaning, particularly story meaning, and 
thus how we understand them. But it is not clear that the work of film 
semioticians so far has contributed to an account of film interpretation. 
Take, once again, Metz's syntagma taxonomy: It may be satisfying to be 
able to identify and label the various standard relationships between 
edited shots. But being able to identify when I understand an alternating 
sequence as indicating simultaneity hardly explains why I understand the 
sequence in this way or what significance this has for my understanding 
of the story or film as a whole. And, in general, taxonomies of cinematic 
codes do not substitute for a theory of meaning or close contextual anal
ysis of a particular film's narrative and narration. 

LET'S FACE IT: FILM IS NOT A LANGUAGE! 

These concerns about the efficacy and breadth of semiotic and language
based theoretical approaches to film are shared by the philosopher 
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Gregory Currie. His interest in understanding how language works in 
tenns of communication leads him to confinn many of Metz's own wor
ries about the weakness of the analogy between language and film. 
Ultimately, in showing just how different film is from language, Currie 
quashes Metz's hope of using linguistics to understand film. Currie goes 
further, however, to claim that, even if film could be compared to a lan
guage, this would not provide a method for interpreting the story of a 
film. This is because, in order to figure out what particular images mean 
for the story, we have to pay attention to context, or how the images fit 
with other images as well as with dialogue and other sound cues. 

In setting up a comparison between film and language, Currie focuses 
on five features of a natural language like English that are 'salient in 
tenns of communication,' and the logical relations between these fea
tures. English is both ( 1 )  productive and (2) conventional, and as a result, 
it is (3) recursive, (4) molecular and (5) acontextual. As we shall learn, 
film is also productive and many film language advocates have insisted 
on its conventionality. But film is not recursive, molecular and acontex
tual. Since these three features simply follow from the combination of 
productivity and conventionality, the fact that film does not have them is 
a decisive indicator of just how different film must be from language. 

English is productive because an unlimited number of English sen
tences can be uttered and understood. We can use and understand 
sentences we have never heard before or that have never even been used 
before. As well, English is conventional because the meaning of its words 
and sentences is determined by how we use its words and sentences in 
certain standard ways in order to communicate with each other. Whereas, 
in principle, any word could have been used to designate the animal that 
we call a horse, we all stick to calling this animal a horse so that we can 
understand one another. As a result of its conventionality, language has 
to be learnt - we have to learn what members of a certain language 
community happen to call things, since there is no natural and universal 
way that words and sentences have to mean. Since language is produc
tive, however, it cannot be the case that we learn English sentence by 
sentence. (Otherwise how could we understand new sentences as soon as 
we encounter them?) Instead, we must learn English recursively: We 
acquire a set of conventions that assign meanings to a finite stock of 
words and a set of rules for the combination of these words into an infi
nite number of sentences. In tum, this means that English is molecular 
- its sentences are built up from independently meaningful units - words 
or 'meaning atoms' - by rules that make the meaning of sentences depend 

66 



THE LANGUAGE OF FILM 

on the meaning of their parts. And finally, since the meaning of a word is 
determined by convention and the meaning of a sentence is determined 
by the meanings of the words in it, literal meaning in our language is 
acontextual1 l6 - so the word 'horse' is always going to refer to the same 
kind of four-legged animal even if it acquires further connotations in 
specific linguistic contexts. 

The next step is to consider whether film images possess these five 
interconnected, communicative features of a language. Since there is an 
unlimited number of things that can be conveyed by film images, advo
cates of film language are going to want to claim that film 'language' is 
productive. They also tend to emphasize its conventionality, though some 
more than others. Whereas Metz recognized that the depictive meaning 
of individual shots is natural and only insisted on denotative conventions 
for narrative meaning, another leading semiotician, Umberto Eco, insists 
that the conventions go all the way down, so to speak, determining the 
literal meaning of a single shot. 1 1 7 This is because even the most realistic 
and characteristic shot of an object does not reproduce the object exactly 
- three-dimensionality is lost, for example, on the screen. Therefore, for 
the viewer to recognize the object in the shot requires her to already 
know which features of an object are salient for its representation. And, 
according to Eco, we can only know this according to some kind of inter
nalized convention. At this point, however, a problem arises. If we insist 
on the conventionality of film language along with its productivity, we 
are automatically committed to claiming that film language is recursive, 
molecular and acontextual. Unfortunately, this claim is false, which 
means that film images just don' t  work like a language. 

There are no atoms of meaning for film images, since it is not the 
case that we understand a film image by understanding its parts and the 
rules according to which they are combined. A part of an image - say, 
a uniformly sandy part of an image of the Sahara in Lawrence of Arabia 

( 1962) - just has meaning as a part and not independently of the whole. 
Although one could take parts of several images and combine them to 
make a new image, we surely do not want to say that every image is a 
collage or a 'composite in this way. Moreover, the parts of a composite 
image would still be parts of the original images from which they were 
extracted in the sense that they would not convey anything new in their 
new context - if we included the sandy image-part from Lawrence 

of Arabia in our composite image, that part of the new image would 
still just show sand. Thus image-parts are clearly not meaning atoms. 
But without meaning atoms, there is nothing to build up, according 

67 



AESTHETICS AND FILM 

to rules, into a whole that is therefore meaningful both recursively and 
acontextually. 

Insofar as we understand film images, it cannot be a result of our hav
ing acquired a lexicon of image-parts and having mastered rules for their 
grammatical combination. While we may not understand the dialogue in 
a Korean or a Turkish film without subtitles, we have no trouble making 
out the image track (assuming the images are in-focus and properly lit) 
even if what we make out includes unrecognizable objects and unfamil
iar landscapes. What this suggests is that meaning in film, despite the 
standardization of film practice, is not conventional after all. For how 
could film language be productive, such that we recognize images we 
have never seen before, and still be conventional, given that we do not 
recognize new images as the result of their being built out of indepen
dently meaningful units according to rules? Currie argues that the 
productivity of film images has to be explained, not in terms of conven
tionality, but in terms of natural generativity. This notion is connected to 
Currie's argument for film realism that we discussed in Chapter 2. Just as 
with other kinds of picture, film images are understood insofar as we 
recognize what they depict in the same way as we would in real life. 
Thus we can understand new images insofar as we automatically and 
naturally recognize everything they show us. 

Even if the meaning of film images is not determined conventionally, 
it can still be influenced by convention. After all, a filmed scene will look 
the way it does as a result of various conventions of dress, decor, and 
decorum. Objects within the filmed scene may have symbolic meaning 
- for instance, a crucifix, or a conventionally determined function - for 
instance, money. Butnone of these conventional influences mean that the 
image itself - like the word, 'horse,' is conventional. The problem, Cur
rie suggests, with much of the semiotic theorizing about film, is that its 
conclusions about film language depend on glossing over this distinction 
and using the term 'convention' just as loosely and ambiguously as the 
term 'code' . 

Given that film images lack important communicative features of lan
guage, Currie concludes that there is no language of film. This conclusion 
seems to foreclose the possibility of using linguistic analysis to solve the 
problem of film interpretation. However, it may be that this was never a 
real possibility in the first place. For, as Currie then goes on to suggest, 
even if there were a language of film, this would not wholly explain how 
we understand the story told by a film. Even though both words and images 
may have an acontextual, literal meaning, the former conventionally and 
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the latter naturally, when either words or images are combined to make a 
narrative, context suddenly becomes highly important. 

This is analogous to the importance of context in determining the 
meaning of utterances as opposed to the literal meaning of the words 
uttered. When you exclaim, 'I can't believe that this is happening to me ! '  
or, 'My life sucks ! '  , 1 have to know more than the literal meaning of the 
words you utter in order to know what you're talking about. 1 have to 
understand both the literal meaning of the words and the context in which 
you utter them - so, for example, I have to know what 'this' is that is 
happening to you or how your life can 'suck' but not in any literal way. 
Arguably, this is still a matter of literal meaning, but then we need a dis
tinction between the literal meaning of the utterance, which depends on 
context, and the literal meaning of the string of words uttered, which 
does not. In literary works, context is even more important for under
standing. For as well as understanding the context for particular utter
ances made by the characters or the narrator, we have to understand the 
narrative context of particular events so that we can figure out what is 
happening to the characters. Say we have a literary description of the 
heroine "sipping some soup prepared by her jealous cousin immediately 
followed by a description of the heroine falling ill. We have to figure out 
whether the soup is the cause of her illness by making reference to what 
we already know about the story, especially the characters' motives. 

The importance of context for narrative understanding is no less with 
film than with literature. If a shot of the heroine sipping her cousin's soup 
were immediately followed by a shot or sequence of the heroine falling 
ill, we would also have to figure out the relation between the depicted 
events by way of context. Recognizing what is depicted in the shots is 
only part of the process by which I come to understand the story. Thus 
a theory about how I come to recognize what is depicted in the shots 
will provide at best a partial explanation of narrative interpretation. In 
Chapter 6, we will examine more fully how film interpretation works. 
For now, it is enough to note that it is not just that there are problems with 
the analogy between film and language; there are also problems with the 
motivation for this analogy which is a solution to the problem of inter
pretation. 

There may still be one final way to save the film-language analogy, 
however. What about the claim, not that film images themselves have a 
language-like structure, but that film images combine with one another 
in language-like ways? Is the meaning of certain standard shot combina
tions determined conventionally in just the same way as with sentential 

69 



AESTHETICS AND FILM 

connectives? Take, as an example, the sentential connective, 'because' .  
When we join together two sentences, P and Q, with 'because,' there i s  a 
convention detennining a literal meaning - that P is in some way a result 
of Q. But there is no analogous convention for detennining that the event 
depicted in one shot is caused by the event depicted in the preceding 
shot. Rather, as with the example of the poisoned soup, we have to infer 
from the narrative context whether a particular pairing of shots indicates 
a causal relationship. 

However, you might reply that even if there is no convention for sig
nalling causation in a film, there are other conventions of editing that 
function like conventions detennining the meaning of sentential connec
tives. Take, for example, shot/reverse-shot editing that combines a 
face-on shot of a character with a second shot from that character's point 
of view. l iS Given the frequent and standard use of this combination, is 
there a convention detennining that any shot following a face-on shot of 
a character is from that character's point of view? No. In many instances, 
face-on character shots are not followed by point-of-view shots. But 
how, then, do we just seem to know when a shot following a face-on 
character shot is from that character's point of view? 

It helps that shot/reverse-shot editing is used frequently in mainstream 
film. But, ultimately, we have to be paying attention to contextual cues. 
Perhaps, for example, the shot/reverse-shot combination is preceded by 
a medium-long shot of the character facing a certain scene, so that after 
the face-on shot, we know that the next shot showing the same scene 
from the character's perspective is a point-of-view shot. Or perhaps the 
shot/reverse-shot combination is part of a sequence that depicts two 
characters in conversation such that it is the dialogue that primarily cues 
the viewer to recognize a point of view. Whatever the particular contex
tual cues may be, the point is that we rely on such cues to understand the 
literal significance of an edited sequence in a way that we do not to 
understand the literal significance of sentential connectives. 

Once again, therefore, film fails to exhibit a key feature of language 
- in this case, the acontextuality of the literal meaning of words. The 
example of shot/reverse-shot editing does not, however, suggest the com
plete absence of conventions governing the meaning of shot combinations 
in film. Metz's syntagmas and cases of film punctuation, like the fade in 
and out to indicate a significant passage of time, may still involve con
ventions. But even if there are a few conventions in film, they cannot 
function without individual shots already having a literal, natural mean
ing. Given the natural generativity of film images, we just don't need as 
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many conventions to detennine meaning in film except at the level of the 
ordering of images. At this level, conventions help constrain the interpre
tation of the film, which, Currie suggests, is the only way in which film 
conventions resemble language conventions. 1 I 9 But interpretation is a 
subject for another chapter. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, we have examined the dangerous move from a meta
phorical to a literal use of language tenns in relation to film. Here is what 
we have covered: 

1 .  Pudovkin's analogy between the shot and the word in tenns of con
notative meaning. 

2. Eisenstein's analogy between a shot combination and an ideogram in 
tenns of conceptual meaning. 

3. Metz, Wollen and Eco's reduction of film analysis to a mysterious 
process of de-coding. 

4. Currie's argument to show that film lacks the essential and intercon
nected communicative features of a natural language. 

5. The further claim that, even if film were a language, this would not be 
enough to explain interpretation. 

At this point, we might just content ourselves with saying that film is 
like a language in several ways - for example, in the way that some con
ventions play a role in constraining interpretation or in the way that film 
images are productive. But film is probably like a lot of other things in 
this same kind of loose and partial way. Ultimately, then, this kind of 
likeness is not enough to give us insight into the nature of film art. 
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CHAPTER S 

NARRATION IN TH E FICTION FILM 

As you may have noticed, the kind of film which has received the most 
attention from philosophers is narrative fiction film rather than, say, 
experimental non-narrative film or documentary. This is not surprising, 
perhaps, considering that most of the films most of us watch are narrative 
fiction films. In the simplest terms, a narrative film is a film that tells a 
story and a narrative fiction film is a film that tells a made-up story. This 
of course introduces the question of what counts as a made-up story and 
why, since not everything in a made-up story is made-up. But leaving 
this question aside, given that our interest is in a particular narrative art 
form, we need to think about what it really means to use moving images 
and sound to represent something that we then recognize as a story. The 
leading question for this chapter is, How does a film tell a story? 

It is worth noting that in the history of film theory, this question has 
not been particularly central. The study of narrative is a well-established 
branch of literary theory, and as we shall see, some literary theorists 
extend their accounts of narrative to film. This indicates that the literary 
paradigm which influences discussions of film authorship and film lan
guage also influences discussions of film narration. In addition, some 
cognitive film theorists are interested in the psychological process of 
story comprehension. But the conceptual issues raised by the question 
of film narration have been of independent interest to philosophers. Thus 
the approach in this chapter is somewhat different than in previous 
chapters : We will not begin by trying to make sense of the film theory 
that deals with a particular philosophical issue but instead we will simply 
jump right to the current philosophical debate about particular aspects 
of narrative film. 

There are many other kinds of narrative art besides film. There are 
novels, plays, epic poetry, ballet, opera, program music, comic strips 
and narrative painting and sculpture. Moreover, narrative is limited nei
ther to art nor to fiction, since there are narratives of historical events and 
scientific discovery. On a minimal definition, a narrative is a chain of 
events, usually involving intentional action, which are ordered either 
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temporally or causally. On a fuller definition, a narrative is also purpose
fully designed by someone to have a certain structure - a beginning, a 
middle, and an end - or a certain point - for example, entertainment. 1 20 

Note that the definition of narrative makes no reference either to 
medium or to content. As long as an artistic medium can represent a 
chain of events, it is a narrative medium. And regardless of what these 
events are, as long as they are ordered in a certain way, they are part of a 
narrative. This explains why the same story can be told in many forms -
for example, the story of Dido and Aeneas told in an epic poem by Virgil, 
in a play by Christopher Marlowe and in an opera by Purcell; or the 
adaptation of Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice for a television series 
and for the Bollywood film, Bride and Prejudice (2004). 

Even though narrative is independent of particular artistic media, it 
seems likely that there are differences in narrative communication across 
media. In other words, the story of Dido and Aeneas is going to come 
over a little differently as an opera and as an epic poem. There is thus an 
interesting question about the distinctive features of narration in film, 
whether in the traditional medium of film or in video or digital media. 

In order to come to an understanding of film narration, we will con
sider the following three questions :  

1 .  Must narrative films always have narrators? 
2. What is it for a film's narration to be unreliable? 
3. How do films support narrative comprehension? 

These are the main questions about film narration that concern phi
losophers and cognitive film theorists. The first two questions are often 
motivated by an interest in the possibility of structural similarities 
between narration in film and in literature. Thus the first question is 
often taken as shorthand for a more focused question: Given that literary 
fictions always or almost always have narrators, must fiction films, too, 
always have narrators? Similarly, the second question is often under
stood as a question about whether the same forms of narrative unreli
ability are found in film and in literature. Even when theorists approach 
the first two questions with reference to literature, however, they end up 
drawing attention to the remarkable variety of strategies available to a 
film-maker for keeping the audience interested in how the story goes. 
The third question then reminds us that whether a film's narrative strat
egy is effective greatly depends on the viewer. 
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To a large extent, we will consider the second and third questions 
in relation to the first. Our answer to the first question will be that narra
tive films may have but need not have narrators. Given this answer, and 
given that narrative unreliability is often accounted for in terms of the 
activity of a narrator, part of what will concern us in taking up the second 
question is whether there can be unreliable narration without a narrator. 
When it comes to the third question, we will focus on how we should 
divide up the work involved in following a story between the narrator, if 
there is one, and the viewer. A broader and more detailed analysis of 
the activity of narrative comprehension will be reserved for the next 
chapter, since narrative comprehension is one aspect of our cognitive
perceptual engagement with film. Overall, most of our attention in this 
chapter will be focused on the elusive figure of the cinematic narrator. 

MUST NARRATIVE FILMS ALWAYS HAVE NARRATORS? 

In general terms, a narrator is a fictional agent who tells a story, be it 
in a film, a novel, or a play. The narrator is part of the work of fiction, and 
most commonly, she reports or presents the story events that unfold in 
the work as though they actually happened. Sometimes, however, a nar
rator tells a fictional story, in which case, since the narrator is still part of 
the work, it is fictional that she is actually telling us a fiction. In either 
case, however, the task of the narrator, fictionally at least, is to report or 
present story events to the audience. 

One motivation for arguing that films and other kinds of narrative 
artworks always have narrators is the observation that a story is always 
told in a certain way. This accounts for the tone of a work, or the set of 
attitudes manifest in the way that characters and events are described or 
depicted. The ton� of a film is the result of a wide variety of stylistic 
choices concerning lighting, cinematography, mise en scene, and editing 
of both the image and sound tracks. When we pick up on the attitudes 
manifest in a film's style, we naturally want to assign these attitudes to 
someone. And if we want to assign them to someone inside the fiction, 
we assign them to a narrator. 

There are in fact several kinds of narrator in film and when theorists 
argue about the necessity of a narrator, they are arguing about one par
ticular kind. This kind of narrator is usually referred to as the 'cinematic 
narrator' and can be distinguished from character narrators and voice
over narrators. As an audio-visual medium, film is like theatre and unlike 
literature in being able both to tell and to show a story. 1 2 1  This means that 
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in film there can be both verbal and visual narrators. A verbal narrator is 
most commonly a voice-over narrator who introduces and explains past 
events in the fictional world of the film as we are fictionally shown those 
events on screen. This kind of narrator can be one of the characters, as 
in Fight Club ( 1999) or Sunset Boulevard ( 1 950), or an impersonal and 
omniscient figure as in Magnolia ( 1999) or The Naked City ( 1948). 

In films that use voice-over narration, it is often the case that we are 
simultaneously 'shown what is described by the verbal narrator. But in a 
few more unusual cases, verbal narration and visual narration come 
apart. What the film shows us may contradict or complicate the story we 
are being told in voice-over. We are forced to decide which version of the 
story to trust - the one we are shown or the one we are told, thus indicat
ing a form of narrative unreliability unique to two-track media like film 
media. We will examine this and other forms of narrative unreliability in 
detail further ahead. Before we do, however, it is important to note the 
way in which the coming-apart of visual and verbal narration might serve 
to reveal the cinematic narrator. When we are shown something other 
than what we are told by a film, it is as though someone else besides the 
voice-over narrator is in control of the image track. But who? Some 
theorists say it must be an implicit and exclusively visual narrator. In 
other words, someone whose presence is not explicitly signalled in the 
film but rather implied by the way that story events are shown. 

This someone is the cinematic narrator, the fictional agent that certain 
theorists take to be part of the very structure and fabric of the narrative 
process. The most common conception of the cinematic narrator, and the 
conception that is assumed in most arguments against the cinematic 
narrator, is of the narrator as a guide to the events depicted on screen. 
Other more controversial conceptions include the narrator as witness l22 
and the narrator as an 'image-maker' . 123 The difference between the con
ception of the narrator as a guide and the conception of the narrator as an 
image-maker is primarily a difference in what the narrator is taken to be 
presenting, whether the fictional events themselves or recorded images 
of those fictional events (instead of recorded images of the actual, staged 
events representing the fictional events).  124 The appeal of the conception 
of the narrator as guide is that it accommodates the way in which the 
frame of the shot seems to be used to point to the depicted events. How
ever, some theorists question whether it is really a narrator, and not just 
an implied author, who is doing the pointing. 

In Chapter 3, we learnt that an implied author is the person to whom 
we imaginatively attribute a work of art in order to make sense of that 
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work in interpretation. A sufficiently unified film that was in fact made 
by a diverse group of artists and artisans could nevertheless be assigned 
a single, implied author in interpretation. It is important to distinguish 
between the implied author and the narrator since they stand in different 
relations to the story. The implied author is the agent to whom we attri
bute the whole work which happens to tell a fictional story. The narrator 
is part of this work and connected to the story in a particular way. The 
events of the story are always fictional for the implied author whereas 
they are usually real for the narrator. 

If we are to conceive of the cinematic narrator as a guide, we need to 
ask whether his role can be distinguished from that of the implied author. 
The literary theorist Seymour Chatman is one of the leading defenders of 
the necessary role of a guiding narrator in narrative film. l25 He assumes 
that when we watch a film we imagine a narrator presenting the fictional 
events that are shown in the implied author's selected images. Further 
ahead, we shall see that other theorists question Chatman's assumption 
that selection and presentation are carried out by different agents. But 
first we need to consider Chatman's argument for the necessity of the 
cinematic narrator which has become standard in the literature. This 
argument has been called the a priori argument126 because it is presented 
as simply elucidating how we use the concepts of narration and the nar
rator without relying on any empirical assumptions about the narrative 
arts. The basic idea is that there cannot be narration without a narrator 
because the one is conceptually dependent on the other. Here's one way 
the argument could go: 

1. Narration is the activity of telling or showing a story. 
2. Every activity has an agent. 
3. The agent of �� narration of a fictional story is the narrator. 

So, 

4. all narrative fictions, including all narrative fiction films, have 
narrators. 

The most common objection to the a priori argument is that it doesn't 
prove what it aims to prove because the third premise involves an unwar
ranted assumption. It follows from the first and second premises of the 
argument that there must be a narrating agent. But this agent cannot be 
fictional, as the third premise claims, because the narration is a real thing: 
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A narrative film, for example, is an actual story-telling and -showing. 
The people responsible for making the film are the ones who are neces
sary for there to be an activity of narration, even if it is the narration of 
fictional events. 

Another objection to the a priori argument concerns the assumption 
behind the second premise, that every activity has an agent by definition. 
Is this really true? Sometimes when we talk about an activity, we do not 
mean to imply the necessary presence of an agent - as when an astrono
mer remarks, 'there's a lot of activity in the sky tonight' .  Why couldn't  
narration be this kind of agent-free activity? Clearly, the defender of the 
a priori argument has her work cut out for her. 

The a priori argument is by no means the only argument for the neces
sity of the cinematic narrator. There is also an argument concerning 
how we come to know about the fictional world of a film, or more spe
cifically, who is responsible for giving us a fictional view into this 
world. 1 27 This argument begins with the assumption that it is reasonable 
for the film viewer to ask about the means of perceptual access to a film's 
world. By way of an answer, the argument then claims that whoever 
gives us' access to the fictional world of the film has to be part of that 
world. This is because only someone on the same ontological level as the 
characters and events of the story could present those characters and 
events as real . 128 Whereas the film-maker (or implied author) presents 
the story as a fiction, the narrator on the inside presents the events and 
characters of the story just as they are - in a novel this is achieved with 
the use of declarative sentences and in a film this is achieved just by 
showing the represented events and characters directly on screen. Thus 
in answer to the viewer's starting question about means of access, the 
argument purports to show that, since it cannot be the film-maker that 
provides access, it has to be the cinematic narrator. 

In responding to this argument, we need to ask two questions: ( 1 )  Is it 
really that reasonable to expect an answer to the question of who is 
giving us a view into the fictional world of the film? And even if it is 
reasonable, (2) is it really the case that positing a narrator solves the 
problem of access? In answer to the first question, it might be unreason
able to ask about means of access because it is one of the conventions of 
fiction that we overlook inconsistent or paradoxical implications of the 
origins of the fictional narration. Take the example of the film, American 

Beauty ( 1999), which begins with voice-over narration by a dead charac
ter. If we felt compelled, in watching this film, to figure out how we 
are being told about the fictional events of the story, we would no doubt 
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find ourselves confused or distracted. Similarly, if we stopped to figure 
out how we are being shown Charles Foster Kane alone on his deathbed 
in the dramatic opening scene of Citizen Kane ( 1 94 1 ), we would also get 
nowhere. The point is that we don't have to start figuring this out and, in 
fact, many works of fiction require us not to in order to engage properly 
with the story. How we come to be told about or shown fictional events 
simply remains indeterminate in the fiction. 

In answer to the second question about whether positing a narrator 
solves the problem of access, it is not clear how a fictional agent can 
present the fictional world of a film to a real audience. The argument 
suggests that the film-maker cannot give us access to the fictional world 
of the film because he is on a different ontological level from the film 
characters and events. But the narrator is on a different ontological level 
from us. So the same difficulty faces the narrator as the film-maker: How 
is the narrator supposed to bridge the ontological gap, assuming there 
is one, between the real world and the fictional world of the film in order 
to provide access?129 

The question of the relation between the real and the fictional is also 
raised in an independent argument against the necessity of the cinematic 
narrator as guide. One way of construing this argument is as a challenge 
to a crucial assumption behind the a priori argument. Remember that 
the a priori argument claims that there must be an agent carrying out the 
activity of narration. The reason that this agent must be the narrator 
is because the events being narrated are fictional. Thus the assumption is 
that only a fictional agent can show us fictional events. The argument 
against fictional showing, as we shall call it, challenges this assumption: 
Just because you have the narration of fictional events doesn't mean that 
you have to have a fictional narration of those events by a fictional agent 
(the narrator). 1 30 ,_ 

While it is true that only a fictional agent can show us the story events 
as actual, this does not rule out the possibility of the real author showing 
us the story events as fictional. What is more, the predominance of 
third-person, omniscient narrative style in various artistic media and 
genres might show how this possibility is realized. When someone tells 
a bedtime story to a child or repeats a ghost story round the campfire, he 
is the only one narrating - unless, of course, he is telling a story of the 
telling of story events. Similarly, when I decide to show you a fictional 
story in pictures, comic-strip style, unless I draw the pictures so as to 
represent, say, the eye-witness record of a fictional agent, I am the only 
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one doing the showing. Nicholas Wolsterstorff makes the point in the 
following way. 

Presumably not all human narration consists of narrating what 
someone narrated. Why then must fictional narration have this 
structure? Why can't the novelist just straightforwardly tell us a tale 
of love �d death, birth and war, jealousy and endeavour? Why must 
his tale always be the tale of a narration of love and death, birth and 
war, jealousy and endeavour?131 

This may confuse the issue, however. Someone who believes that 
every work of narrative fiction is narrated need not hold that the narra
tion forms a part of or the subject of the story being narrated. The 
narration is not normally about the narration. An additional worry is 
that the argument against fictional showing cannot account for the way 
in which a work of fiction almost always presents the fictional as actual. 
Whereas the author can present the fictional as fictional - as the argu
ment suggests - only a fictional agent like the narrator can present the 
fictional 'as actual. This is an important point and much contested by 
philosophers who are interested in the nature of fiction. 132 The debate 
about the nature of fiction is complex and separate from our principal 
concerns in this chapter. But it is important to note that the point just 
raised could suggest a qualification to the scope of the argument against 
fictional showing. 

At the end of the day, although there is disagreement about the neces

sity of the cinematic narrator, hardly anyone denies the possibility of the 
cinematic narrator. This is partly because some films give us a strong 
sense of being guided in our view of fictional events by an invisible and 
effaced agent. Sometimes a film may deliberately signal the presence 
of such an agent by breaking with certain narrative conventions. For 
example, there is a scene in Last Year at Marienbad ( 196 1 ), where the 
voice-over narrator instructs someone to show us a different location 
for the event being related. Who could it be that the voice-over narrator 
instructs? If.it must be someone inside the fiction who is charged with 
showing us what happens, this sounds a lot like the cinematic narrator. 
Examples like this show us that we need to think about when it is useful 
for our making sense of film narration to posit a cinematic narrator. This 
will depend on the particular narration and whether it is constructed so as 
to imply the mediation of an implicit visual guide. 
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WHAT IS IT FOR A FILM'S NARRATION 

TO BE UNRELIABLE� 

Another reason why it is important to decide whether films must always 
have narrators is so that we can understand narrative unreliability in film. 
If, when watching a film, we have the sense that we're not being told the 
whole or the true story of events, say by a character narrator, then we are 
most likely identifying narrative unreliability. The standard definition of 
narrative unreliability in literary theory invokes a narrator who intends to 
have us believe something other than what the (implied) author intends 
to be true in the fiction. Given the discussion we have just had about 
whether every film has a narrator, the interesting question is whether you 
can have narrative unreliability without a narrator. If you can, then the 
possibility of narrative unreliability cannot be assumed to support any 
necessary claims about the narrator. 

Even if it is true that in literature unreliable narration is always the 
work of an unreliable narrator, this does not automatically account for 
the case of film. This is because film, in its capacity both to tell and to 
show a story, can be unreliable in unique and distinctive ways. Two-track 
unreliability can take different forms, depending on how a particular film 
sets up a tension between verbal and visual narration. In more unusual 
cases, even though verbal narration and visual narration are uniformly 
consistent, a film may exhibit a subtle form of global unreliability. This 
kind of unreliability is revealed by ambiguity in the interpretation of a 
film and can be described without reference to a narrator. 

Two-track Unreliabil ity 

Two-track unreliability usually involves a voice-over narrator telling us a 
different story from the one being shown. It depends on the film as to 
whether it is the verbal or visual version of the story that is the true (or 
'truer' ) version. But it is most common for the visual version to be true, 
most likely because we have a tendency to trust what we see over what 
we are told. Films narrated in voice-over by a child or a slow-witted 
adult like Forrest Gump will often show more than the verbal narrator 
understands to tell. More unusual cases where we are supposed to trust 
what we are told over what we are shown include films which blur or 
obscure our fictional view of events for particular emotional effect and 
then help us follow those events with voice-over explanation. 
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Sometimes verbal and visual narration only come apart at certain 
points in a film or part-way through a film. This shift serves to draw 
attention to the possibility of unreliable narration and to prompt the 
viewer to pay careful attention to how the story unfolds. Although most 
commonly the point at which visual and verbal narration come apart is 
the point at which unreliability begins, more unusually, it can also be the 
point at �hich prior unreliability is revealed and comes to an end. This 
involves the visual narration, up to a certain point in the film, having 
corroborated an unreliable verbal narration, or vice-versa. Recent films 
that employ this strategy include A Beautiful Mind (2001 )  and Sixth 

Sense ( 1999). But the most famous example is Stage Fright ( 1 950). 
In this film, Johnny is suspected by the police of killing his lover's 

husband. His friend Eve offers to hide him and Johnny explains to her 
that his lover is the real murderer. Eve decides to investigate for herself, 
however, and soon learns that Johnny has been lying to her. But when 
Johnny is telling Eve his version of the murder, the image-track corro
borates by showing his lover committing the murder. This makes it a 
surprise to learn along with Eve that Johnny was lying. It is only when 
Eve starts investigating for herself that we learn that the narration of the 
murder flashback was unreliable. Interestingly, the film received a great 
deal of criticism for its use of unreliable narration. This was because the 
film brings the audience to trust Johnny's version of events by providing 
a visual exposition of his verbal narration. There is something particu
larly unsettling about discovering that one has been deceived by what 
one sees as well as by what one is told. 

Global Unrel iabi l ity 

Global unreliability is found only in films with a particular kind of com
plex narrative structure. It is not based on a tension between showing 
and telling, or on a marked shift away from a faithful showing of a char
acter's voice-over narration. Instead, this kind of unreliability character
izes the entire narrative process of a film and only becomes evident 
through questions of story interpretation. George Wilson claims that You 

Only Live Once ( 1 937) exhibits global unreliability. In the film, Eddie, a 
former criminal, is accused of carrying out a fatal robbery and sentenced 
to death on circumstantial evidence. At the last minute, however, follow
ing the apprehension of a new suspect, he is granted a pardon. Unfortu
nately, Eddie is already involved in a prison break, and interpreting his 
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pardon as a trick, kills the prison chaplain. The delivery of Eddie's par
don, combined with the sympathetic treatment of his character, make it 
clear to most viewers that Eddie is innocent of the fatal robbery. How
ever, Wilson suggests that on closer inspection the film makes Eddie's 
innocence an open question for the viewer that ultimately cannot be 
answered. This is because the robbery is shown in a highly ambiguous 
way so that we cannot say for sure who is involved. The film's narration 
is unreliable because it initially encourages us to accept Eddie's inno
cence but not without introducing various incongruities that undermine 
any final judgment. In other words, the narration itself suggests an initial 
interpretation of the story which obscures the correct interpretation. 

Unlike the first kind of narrative unreliability, global unreliability need 
not involve an explicit, verbal narrator. Of course it could be claimed 
that this kind of unreliability still depends on the work of a narrator; 
just an implicit one. It is not easy to support this claim, however, because 
of the fact that to judge an agent to be unreliable requires knowing 
something about her personality and we don't know anything of the per
sonality of an implicit narrator just because he is implicit. Perhaps, then, 
it would be easier to try to account for this kind of unreliability without 
reference to a narrator. Gregory Currie does just this when he gives an 
account of complex narrative unreliability exclusively in terms of the 
intentions of the implied author. 133 According to Currie, the implied 
author can intend for the images and sounds of the film to be taken one 
way on a superficial interpretation and another way on a deeper, more 
reflective interpretation. In the case of You Only Live Once, since it is the 
film as a whole that supports a second, conflicting interpretation of the 
events portrayed, and the film is seen as the work of the implied author, 
only the implied author - and not someone inside the fiction - can be 
responsible for its unreliability . 

Where narrative unreliability is the result of tension between a charac
ter's telling and the showing of story events, we should not assume that 
this amounts to a conflict between two narrators, one explicit and verbal, 
the other implicit and visual. As we have seen, some theorists think that 
visual narration, even when it is a narration of fictional events, can be 
directly attributed to the implied author. Where narrative unreliability 
does not involve the activity of an explicit, verbal narrator, we also 
cannot assume that some other kind of narrator must be involved, spe
cifically, an implicit, visual narrator. As Currie's account suggests, such 
cases may be best accounted for in terms of the complex intentions of the 
implied author. Thus if, as suggested earlier, we should be interested 
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primarily in the interpretive function of positing the cinematic narrator, 
when we are trying to understand the subtle forms of narrative unreli
ability that are distinct to film, we may not wish to mention the cinematic 
narrator at all . 

Cases like You Only Live Once draw our attention to the fact that 
narrative unreliability takes more or less complex forms. Moreover, it 
may be �at only complex forms of narrative unreliability are of real 
theoretical interest. This is Currie's suspicion based on the fact that we 
don't assume that narrators are always reliable in the first place. It is thus 
particularly when we are led to trust in the reliability of a film's narration 
- whether or not it involves a narrator - only then to discover that the 
narration is unreliable in some way, that we become aware of new pos
sibilities for narration in film. 

HOW DO FILMS SUPPORT 

NARRATIVE COMPREHENSION? 

The case of unreliable narration draws our attention to the work of the 
viewer in making sense of the story because the function of unreliability 
very much depends on how and when the viewer is supposed to pick up 
on it. This brings us to our last question about narrative comprehension. 
The way in which this question has been framed in the literature is in 
terms of how much work the narration leaves up to the viewer. In par
ticular, theorists are interested in whether a film's narration directs the 
viewer to construct the full story herself rather than having it provided 
entirely by the sounds and images on screen. 

There are important links between narration, the narrator, and narra
tive comprehension. Depending on how one conceives of narration, or 
the narrative process as a whole, one will be more or less inclined to 
insist on the necessity of the narrator. And depending on whether one 
insists on the necessity of the narrator, one will be more or less comfort
able with assigning a role for the viewer in narrative construction. 
Remember that Chatman comes to the conclusion that every work of nar
rative fiction; including every narrative fiction film, has a narrator because 
narration is an activity carried out by an agent. More specifically. Chat
man conceives of narration as a complex communicative activity whereby 
the narrator as communicator conveys a story to his audience. This is not 
the only way of conceiving of narration, however. The leading cognitive 
film theorist, David Bordwell, rejects Chatman's conclusions about the 
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role of the narrator in part because he rejects Chatman's conception of 
narration as communication. 134 Moreover, Bordwell conceives of narration 
in a way that implies an active role for the viewer in shaping the narrative. 

In order for the narrator to play the role that some theorists assign 
to him, the whole story has to be present in the film - only then can the 
narrator serve to tell or show the story from the inside. Bordwell doesn't 
think that the whole story is in the film. In fact, he doesn't think that any 
of the story is in the film because he thinks that the viewer constructs the 
story herself. First, Bordwell marks a distinction between plot and story, 
for which he borrows the terms syuzhet and fabula from the Russian 
formalists, a group of literary theorists active between 19 14  and 1930 

who Bordwell claims were the first to fully theorize the distinction 
between the narrative and narration. 1 3S The syuzhet, or plot, as the actual 
presentation and arrangement of story events in the film cues the viewer 
to construct the fabula, or story. 136 In other words, the viewer makes 
inferences from what she is shown on screen, together with her back
ground knowledge of the world and film culture, in order to arrive at a 
coherent picture of 'what really happened' in the film - a chronological, 
causal chain of events. 1 37 

This may sound more mysterious a process than it really is. With his 
extensive knowledge of the psychology of film-viewing and film form, 
Bordwell is just building on the observation that no film gives us every
thing in terms of a story. We have to assume that characters don't cease 
to exist in the fictional world of the film when the actors walk off screen. 
We have to assume that a whole night has passed when we are shown 
two consecutive shots of a character lying down to sleep in darkness 
and awakening in daylight. And we have to assume the correct order of 
events in a character's life even when we are shown his childhood in 
flashback from his deathbed. These are just three examples of the multi
tude of assu�ptions about story events that we make in watching a film. 
Such examples suggest that it is false to think of the film viewer as a 
passive recipient of a fully worked-out and comprehensible story from 
an active and controlling narrator. If story comprehension is constructive 
as Bordwell claims, then an advocate of the cinematic narrator would 
have to rethink the narrator's  role. Perhaps the narrator gives us the nar
rative information out of which to construct a story; perhaps the narrator 
and the viewer enter into a collaboration for determining the whole story; 
or perhaps the viewer takes over the role of the narrator in this process. 

The question of whether the viewer constructs the story is a much 
more complicated one than we have made it sound here. This is partly 
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because, for Bordwell at least, the question is attached to a much broader 
constructivist theory which applies to every level of engagement with 
film - from the most basic level of image recognition to the highest levels 
of interpretation and criticism. We will return to consider Bordwell's 
constructivist theory more closely in the next chapter. For now, let us 
keep in mind that we need to consider the activity of the viewer in 
following a film's story in order to understand more fully the nature of 
film narration. 

CONCLUSIONS 

As a final reminder, here are the main points we have covered in this 
chapter: 

1 .  The status of the cinematic narrator; her relation to the story, to the 
implied author, and to the viewer. 

2. Two standard arguments for the necessity of the cinematic narrator -
that narration just is the activity of a narrator, and that only a narrator 
can give us access to fictional events. 

3. Some compelling objections to these arguments concerning the status 
of the agent responsible for narration, and the indeterminacy of means 
of access to the fiction. 

4. A further argument against the necessity of the cinematic narrator that 
challenges the assumption that fictional events can only be shown by 
a fictional agent. 

5. Complex forms of two-track narrative unreliability only possible in 
film and not in literature. 

6. The possibility of global narrative unreliability without a narrator. 
7. The implications of positing a narrator for our understanding of the 

process of narrative comprehension - in particular, whether the viewer 
passively receives the story from a narrator or actively constructs the 
story. 

In this chapter we have raised doubts about the necessity of the cine
matic narrator. As we discovered, this has considerable implications for 
our understanding of narrative unreliability and narrative comprehen
sion. We learnt that whereas unreliability in verbal narration may best be 
explained in terms of the intentions of a narrator, unreliability in visual 
narration may not be. This highlights the fact that, with both an image 
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track and a sound track to manipulate through editing, filmmakers have 
a great deal of freedom in how they tell a story, perhaps more than in any 
other art form. 

Given this freedom, we might expect that film narratives would be 
particularly hard to follow or engage with. This does not seem to be the 
case, however. If anything, film narratives are the most absorbing and 
accessible kind. The further question is what exactly is going on when 
we engage with a narrative film. Our work in this chapter suggests that it 
need not be due to the work of a narrator in supplying a pre-digested 
story that we are able to follow a film narrative. In the next chapter, we 
will see the extent to which it is up to us to bring the story together, and 
how much of the work assigned to a narrator in guiding us through fic
tional events could actually be assigned to the viewer. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE THIN KING VIEWER 

The experience of watching a film, especially a popular, mainstream 
film, can feel effortless and absorbing. However, in some ways, this is 
deceptive, since the ease of the experience is facilitated by our perform
ing a large number of complex cognitive activities. If we are watching a 
narrative fiction film, for example, we have to figure out what's going on 
in the story. This sounds simple enough and yet requires us to perceive 
movement, recognize what is being depicted on screen, interpret charac
ters' behaviour, make causal connections and more generally fill gaps in 
the narrative, form expectations about what will happen next, and keep 
track of spatial and temporal configurations within the film's fictional 
world. Moreover, the viewer's cognitive activity does not end when the 
film ends. 

. 

After we have left the cinema or turned off the television, we may 
start wondering about the film's deeper meaning, its themes, moral, or 
message - for example, what the film tells us about life and death, love, 
power, sexuality or even the nature of film itself. And even if we don't 
look for deeper meaning, we almost certainly form judgments about 
whether the film was any good, judgments that go beyond mere prefer
ence and aspire to objectivity. This suggests that there are three principal 
activities performed by the thinking film viewer: comprehension, inter
pretation, and evaluation. In this chapter, we will analyse each of these 
activities and thereby come to see that, although our cognitive engage
ment with film is rarely self-conscious, it is complex and varied. In 
other words, contrary to the familiar disparagement, there is nothing 
'mindless' about the entertainment films provide. 

NARRATIVE COMPREHENSION 

Comprehension involves our figuring out what is going on in a film as 
we watch it. The most fully developed account of comprehension in rela
tion to narrative film is the constructivist account given by the leading 
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cognitive film theorist, David Bordwell . 1 38 On his account, comprehen
sion is the activity of coming to grasp the literal meaning of a film. There 
are two kinds of literal meaning: referential meaning consists in the 
content of the fictional world - everything depicted, including temporal, 
spatial and causal relations that structure the narrative, and explicit mean
ing consists in a moral, message or theme explicitly signalled by the 
film. 1 39 The reason Bordwell labels his account 'constructivist' is that 
he takes the literal meaning of a film to be constructed by or projected 
onto the film by the viewer in response to the film's structural 'cues' . 

Bordwell's constructivism is opposed to the traditional view that the 
viewer simply finds the meaning that is already there in a film. As we 
shall see, it is not just literal meaning that Bordwell takes to be con
structed, but also the less obvious meanings that we grasp through inter
pretation. At the 

"
level of interpretation, there are, again, two kinds of 

meaning: Both implicit and symptomatic meaning are like explicit mean
ing in being general and abstract - indeed, the same moral, message, or 
theme could be any of the three kinds of meaning. The difference is in 
the relationship between the moral, message, or theme and the 'text' -
whether the meaning is signalled explicitly or implicitly, or not inten
tionally signalled at all but rather symptomatic of, say, the dominant 
ideology or the film-maker's hang-ups . l40 Further ahead, we will exam
ine Bordwell's account of interpretation as well as George Wilson's 
critique of Bordwell's distinction between comprehension and interpre
tation. 14 1  But first, we will see how Bordwell maps out a hierarchy of 
cognitive activities involved in comprehension, activities which are 
no less constructive for being primarily automatic, instantaneous, and 
unconscious. 

At the most basic level, the very act of perceiving a film is construc
tive. Bordwell embraces the dominant view in cognitive psychology that 
perceiving an object does not just require passively receiving visual, 
aural or tactile data but also making an inference from the data in order 
to reach a perceptual judgment. Bordwell refers to such judgments as 
'hypotheses' to suggest that perception is always open to revision in 
the face of new data or a new application of relevant background know
ledge. Perceptual inferences can be made in two directions, either from 
the 'bottom up,' as in colour recognition where we draw a conclusion 
from the perceptual input, or from the 'top--down,' as in facial recogni
tion where the perceptual data is largely organized by our expectations, 
background knowledge, and other cognitive activities . ' 42 In either 
case, however, whether the 'premises' of the inference derive from the 
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perceptual input or from prior knowledge, it is up to the perceiver to 
reach a conclusion. In this sense, then, the perceiver makes what she 
perceives

'
. Interestingly, film depends on our making the wrong infer

ences as a result of two physiological deficiencies in our visual systems. 143 
In order to see a film as a sequence of continuously lit, moving images, 
we must make the wrong inferences from the data which consists in 
rapidly nashing light and a rapid display of static images. It is only 
because our eyes cannot keep up with the rapidity of changes, both in 
light intensity and in the image display, that a film is what it is experi
enced as; namely, a motion picture. 

For most viewers familiar with the relevant representational, narrative, 
and cinematic conventions, once they have constructively perceived the 
two-dimensional image sequences projected on screen, it is just as auto
matic for them to construct a three-dimensional, fictional world from 
these images. This is not to say, however, that the second level of con
struction is straightforward. The viewer must draw on considerable 
background knowledge to determine the right configuration of three
dimensional objects shown in an inherently ambiguous two-dimensional 
image. This ambiguity derives from the fact that the same two-dimen
sional image could be an image of many arrangements of objects. For 
example, when we recognize an image of a 'costumed man' we have 
already disambiguated the image by imagining its object as a particular 
three-dimensional configuration - that of a costumed man. But instead of 
a costumed man, we could imagine 'a scatter of garments flung up and 
frozen, with a huge head miles off that happens to coincide, on our view, 
with the top edge of the collar' . 1 44  Indeed, if the image is a photograph, it 
could have been caused by either three-dimensional configuration. 

Thus the process of disambiguating the image, while instantaneous 
and automatic, is still highly informed. But this is not the only process 
involved in constructing the three-dimensional world of the film. In 
ad�ition, the viewer must draw on considerable background knowledge 
to determine the fictional state of affairs represented by the image. Part 
of constructing the fictional state of affairs is constructing its spatial and 
temporal parameters which extend beyond the image. When an actor 
walks out of the frame of the shot, for example, we do not think, without 
special reason, that her character has ceased to exist; rather we think that 
the character has moved into part of the fictional world that is not pres
ently shown to us. 

Insofar as the viewer is constructing fictional events and characters 
according to the order of images, she is constructing what Bordwell, 
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following the Russian Fonnalists, calls the 'syuzhet,' or 'plot' . As we 
learnt in the previous chapter, the syuzhet is the narrative just as it is 
shown on screen - as an incomplete and often out-of-order sequence of 
events. By filling in missing narrative infonnation and re-ordering the 
depicted events into a causal sequence, the viewer then constructs the 
'tabula,' or ' story,' from the syuzhet. The difference between tabula 

and syuzhet can be seen when someone asks you to tell them what hap
pens in a film. 

In answering this question, you would not just describe what was 
depicted on screen in the order it was depicted, since the listener would 
quickly become lost. If, for example, your description began, 'All of 
Ralphie's family and friends are gathered by his graveside, then Ralphie 
steps on to a tram, then he orders lunch . . .' , the listener would likely 
interrupt with a string of questions: 'How could Ralphie be dead one 
minute and then boarding a tram the next, and how could he be on the 
tram and then instantaneously at lunch? Surely you're not saying his 
ghost ordered lunch on the tram?' The listener is expecting you to have 
already done the work of re-ordering and filling in the story so that you 
can tell him that Ralphie rode a tram to his lunch destination, which 
led to some other event, which led to still others, which finally lead to 
Ralphie's death. indicated right at the beginning of the film but left unex
plained until the very end. Thus what happens in a film is not just what 
happens on screen (and on the soundtrack). Rather, what happens iIi. the 
film is an imaginatively filled in, re-ordered, and expanded version of 
what happens on screen. 

The role of imagination is crucial in the film viewer's construction of 
the fictional world of the narrative and the narrative itself. We imagine 
that when we are looking at flat images o� -screen, we are watching fic
tional events occur in a three-dimensional world. We also imagine, but 
without imagining seeing, the off-screen space into which a character 
steps when the actor moves beyond the camera's view. And we imagine 
what happens between the shot of Ralphie stepping onto the tram and the 
shot of his ordering lunch; namely, that he takes the tram to his lunch 
destination. All of this suggests that although Bordwell takes himself to 
be giving a unified constructivist account of film-viewing, construction 
at the level of perception may be a different thing than construction at 
the level of tabula apprehension. l45 Perception is constructive because it 
involves the application of concepts to perceptual data in the making 
of inferences, not because we imagine what we perceive. It is important 
to keep in mind this distinction between construction as an inferential 
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activity and construction as an imaginative activity because, when 
Bordwell proceeds to claim that interpretation, and not just comprehen
sion, is constructive, he reverts to the perceptual model. 

INTERPRETATION 

Once the viewer has figured out what is going on in a film by construct
ing the fabula, she may wish to continue generating more abstract 
thematic and symptomatic meanings for the film. However, this is often 
an activity that only film scholars pursue. Indeed, this is often the only 
activity that film scholars pursue. As Bordwell and others point out, 
ever since its entrance into the academy, film studies has been heavily 
dominated by interpretation at the expense of analysis and evaluation. 
Moreover, the process by which academic critics interpret films has 
become highly regulated such that it is governed by institutional norms. 
But the interpretive process is still constructive just by being actively 
inferential. 

On Bordwell's analysis, the critic maps concepts, which are structured 
as 'semantic fields,' onto those cues in a film that the critical tradition 
considers effective in viewers' comprehension and capable of bearing 
meaning. For example, critics inspired by psychoanalysis might set out 
to interpret a film in terms of the dual theme of voyeurism and fetishism, 
a theme that is recognized as significant within the community of critics. 
Such an interpretation would involve a highly selective treatment of the 
film in terms of particular suggestive features - say, camerawork that 
can be described as voyeuristic, or a contrast in characters' behaviour 
that can be described as symbolizing the voyeurism/fetishism duality. 
A certain theme becomes institutionally entrenched when it is flexible 
enough to be used in many contexts. For example, the auteurists favoured 
the theme of confession since it allows the critic to tie together disparate 
scenes across a director' s  body of work involving confession of any 
kind - legal, religious, or personal, and then, perhaps, to tie these scenes 
of confession to the 'confessional' style of the director. The process of 
mapping semantic fields onto cues is aided by 'socially implanted 
hypotheses about how texts mean,' in particular the hypotheses that the 
text is unified and that it is related to an external world. l46 In other words, 
the critic assumes that he can draw on background knowledge about the 
world around him to make sense of the film as something with a single, 
overall meaning. 
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The mapping process is achieved by the employment of heuristics, 
standard rules of thumb which have proved useful in generating novel 
and plausible interpretations. One popular heuristic is the punning heu
ristic, which involves, for example, taking the depiction of passageways 
in a film to suggest that the film is about the 'passage' of life, or taking 
the framing of certain shots to indicate that the film is about the 'fram
ing' of innocents. Once the critic has settled on and refined her semantic 
fields, and organized their application to suggest an overall meaning for 
the film, she must write up her interpretation in a way that is recognized 
as suitably persuasive by the interpretive institution. Not surprisingly, 
perhaps, Bordwell's analysis of interpretation as highly standardized has 
been very unpopular among academic critics who do not like to think of 
themselves as assembly-line workers in 'Interpretation, Inc' . However, a 
deeper criticism of Bordwell's analysis can be found by examining his 
prior commitment to constructivism. 

Although, as we have seen, there may be more than one version of 
constructivism at work in Bordwell 's account, one basic idea is that the 
film viewer's activities are constructive insofar as they are inferential and 
involve the application of concepts. Since perception, narrative compre
hension, and interpretation are all constructive processes, Bordwell 
assumes that their objects are constructs . Hence his famous statement, 
'Meanings are not found but made' . 147 Unfortunately, however, as Berys 
Gaut points out, Bordwell is making a false assumption. The fact that 
perception is an active, inferential process does not mean that the objects 
of perception - namely the things we perceive around us - are con
structed. After all, one can think that the external world we perceive is 
really there and yet still think that the' mind's activities are constructive. 
Furthermore, a critic who thinks, contra Bordwell, that meanings are 
not made but found in the film can still allow that the process of finding 
them is active and inferential. 

This same critic can also allow that interpretation is governed by 
institutional norms, since many forms of detection, including criminal 
and scientific investigation, occur within institutions and yet retain inde
pendent objects of inquiry. Further evidence against interpretive con
structivism is suggested by the fact that interpretation is constrained, not 
by the norms of the interpretive institution as Bordwell suggests, but 
by the norms of the film and its generative context. A critic who fails to 
understand how certain techniques were standardly used in a particular 
filmmaking tradition is likely to misinterpret their significance in a film 
which is part of that tradition. Whereas, for example, a critic would be 
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right to interpret low-angle shots in Citizen Kane as connoting the power 
or threat of a dominant character (or, in certain scenes, as connoting lost 
power and pathetic isolationl48), he would be wrong to interpret low
angle shots in Rashomon ( 1 950) in the same way. This is because, in 
classical Japanese filmmaking, the low-angle shot simply captures the 
perspective of someone seated on a tatami mat and has no special expres
sive force. 149 If the critic were the one constructing significance, there 
would be no possibility of her being wrong about the meaning of low
angle shots in Rashomon. The fact that she can be wrong indicates that 
the norms governing interpretation are not the norms internal to critical 
practice but the external norms of artistic and filmmaking traditions, 
and social practices. 

Thus it seems that interpretation is not constructive in the way that 
Bordwell suggests . Interestingly, however, this criticism may not stick, 
since it is unclear whether Bordwell actually endorses the kind of inter
pretation he analyses. He may simply be describing the way things are 
done in film studies while recognizing that constructive interpretation is 
incoherent - a critic may in fact proceed as if it is entirely up to him what 
a film means when in fact this is not the case. Bordwell may wish to 
reveal what is really going on in academic criticism in the hope of under
mining current practice. This reading of Bordwell's aims is supported 
by the fact that he also calls for a redress of the imbalance in favour of 
interpretation that has characterized contemporary film studies. 

As an alternative to narrowly interpretive film analysis, Bordwell rec
ommends a 'historical poetics ' of film which is in fact sensitive to the 
kind of historical and social norms that properly constrain interpreta
tion. This approach involves analysing how films work - how they are 
put together technically and formally to achieve certain ends (say, to tell 
a story or embody certain meanings) and to prompt a certain kind of 
active engagement on the part of the viewer. The reason that Bordwell 
considers his poetics to be 'historical' is because it involves recognition 
of the fact that films work differently in different contexts - as part of 
different filmmaking and broader artistic traditions, or when viewed by 
different kinds of audience at different times. ISO 

The ambiguity of Bordwell 's aims in giving an account of film inter
pretation affects the force of another line of criticism, George Wilson 
argues that interpretation is more than Bordwell claims, since there is 
a kind of interpretation that is continuous with comprehension. But if 
Bordwell's account of interpretation is merely descriptive rather than 
prescriptive, Bordwell can respond simply by arguing that this other kind 
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of interpretation which Wilson identifies happens not to have been part 
of the academic tradition to which Bordwell 's stipulative distinction 
between comprehension and interpretation applies. Wilson in fact ack
nowledges that Bordwell may be happy to prescribe this other, neglected 
kind of interpretation as part of a poetics of film. But even if Wilson does 
not undermine Bordwell's account of the current state of interpretation, 
he draws our attention to the fact that taking interpretation to be con
cerned with messages and themes may involve a problematic linguistic 
conception of narrative meaning to which there is an alternative; namely, 
narrative meaning as the causal significance of events. 

According to Wilson, there is a kind of interpretation concerned, not 
with abstract themes and messages, but with a more nuanced grasp of 
the referential meaning of a film. This kind of interpretation does not rely 
on any specialized theoretical skills and remains open to rational criti
cism by those outside particular critical schools. This is because it draws 
on the ordinary cognitive skills, and the norms governing their applica
tion, that we employ when trying to make sense of puzzling events in our 
lives. We find meaning in, or give meaning to, such events by connecting 
them to other events so that they have a significant place in a narrative 
framework or causal pattern. Similarly, when we are watching narrative 
fiction films, we are often left with questions as to why the story took the 
turn it did at a particular point, or why a character behaved a certain way 
in a certain scene. In order to answer these questions, we may have to 
look more closely at the details of the narrative, and in so doing, we may 
make different connections between events, or weigh events differ
ently. 15 1 Ks a result, we may find that the events of the film tell a slightly 
different, and perhaps better, story than the one that we understood on 
first viewing. Alternatively, we might find that the film does not tell a 
consistent story at all and thus exhibits one of the forms of narrative 
unreliability discussed in. the previous chapter. This kind of interpreta
tion is essentially reflective comprehension that draws on more complex 
evidence and pays more attention to the broader narrative context than 
ordinary comprehension, but nevertheless relies on the same skills in 
making causal judgments . 

The norms that determine the reasonableness of our judgments about 
real-life causes and effects carry over to our judgments about causes 
and effects in a film's fictional world - that is, unless it is clear that cau
sality works differently in a particularly strange fictional world. Given 
the universality of these norms, interpretations involving causal explana
tion need not be relativized to a particular academic practice involving 

94 



THE THINKING VIEWER 

the use of characteristic semantic fields and heuristics. We do not need 
to be part of such a practice, familiar with all its acceptable moves and 
theoretical assumptions, to give this kind of interpretation. We do, how
ever, need to be skilled at noticing anomalous narrative elements and 
scrutinizing the film in order to integrate these elements into a signifi
cant causal pattern. This takes practice, but not at the tricks of the 
academic interpretative trade. Rather, it takes practice simply at watch
ing films well. 

In closing our discussion of interpretation, it is worth noting that while 
film scholars may be centrally, or even exclusively, concerned with the 
deeper meaning of films, ordinary viewers tend to skip from ordinary 
comprehension to evaluation. As long as we are able to follow a film, or 
sometimes even precisely because we are unable to follow it, we usually 
emerge from the cinema eager to share our opinions about whether the 
film in question was any good. 

EVALUATION 

Have you noticed how much we talk about the films we see and how 
much of our talk involves evaluating these films? If you tell a friend that 
you have just seen a new film, there is a good chance that her first ques
tion will be, 'Was it any good?' Even if your friend does not know what 
the film is about, she may still ask for your evaluation before or without 
asking for a plot or thematic synopsis. It is, moreover, revealing to think 
about ways in which you might answer your friend's question. You could 
say, 'Well, no, the film wasn't that good, but I still liked it' . This implies 
that film evaluation is not just the registering of preferences, likes and 
dislikes. Similarly, if you had answered just by saying, 'Well, I liked it,' 
the fact that your friend could then repeat her question - 'OK, but was it 
any good?' - indicates that film evaluation, like art evaluation in general, 
aims at objectivity. This is also supported by the way you could follow 
up your initial answer by giving reasons for your evaluation, reasons 
which are grounded in intersubjectively verifiable facts. If you had 
answered your friend by saying, 'Yes, the film was brilliant,' or 'No, the 
film was bad,' it is also likely that she would not be satisfied until you 
gave reasons for such an evaluation. 

But suppose you went to see the film with your cousin, and when your 
friend asks whether the film was any good, you and your cousin give 
opposite answers. While you say the film was good, your cousin says it 
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was terrible, and neither of you take yourself merely to be stating a pref
erence. Upon discovering that you and your cousin have reached different 
conclusions about the film, you need not simply shrug and say, 'oh well, 
he and I often like different things' .  Instead, you could proceed to argue 
with your cousin in the hope of convincing him, through the presentation 
of reasons, to change his mind. But is this a false hope? Can we really 
expect to resolve disagreements about whether a film is good or bad? 
According to Noel Carroll, a theory of film evaluation addresses just 
these questions, thereby aiming to account for the possibility of the ratio
nal resolution of disagreement. 152 

Before we examine the details of Carroll's own theory of evaluation, 
we should note that even though all of us like to evaluate the films we 
see, professional critics still serve a number of useful functions. They 
can help us select which films to watch, either by identifying films which 
match our current tastes or by making a case for the merits of a film that 
we would otherwise have skipped. In addition, critics can prepare us to 
defend our evaluations more effectively, including when we defend our 
evaluations against the critics themselves in imaginary conversations 
sparked by reading film reviews. 153 Finally, Carroll suggests a way in 
which critics can help us resolve a certain kind of evaluative disagree
ment; the kind involving a category error. Critics can introduce us to new 
kinds of films, thereby enabling us to place a film in the correct category 
and evaluate it according to the standards of that category. This raises 
questions about what it means to categorize a film, how we know we 
have categorized a film correctly, and why a correct categorization might 
support an evaluation that we can agree on. To answer these questions, 
we need to examine Carroll's 'Pluralistic Category Approach' to film 
evaluation. 

Although there are various kinds of evaluative disagreement, Carroll 
suspects many disagreements could be resolved if the film in question 
were placed in the right category or categories. A category can be a genre, 
a movement, a school, or a style, which is not necessarily specific to film. 
To take a simple example, suppose that your cousin complains about the 
lack of explosions in Four Weddings and a Funeral ( 1 994) . By pointing 
out that the film is a romantic comedy, you undermine the criticism and 
open the way for a discussion of the merits of the film relative to, say, 
The Wedding Crashers (2005) or Annie Hall ( 1977). Precisely because 
these other films are of the same kind as Four Weddings and a Funeral, 

they share some of the same general aims - for example, the aims of 
being funny and making us root for the principal romantic couple. It is 
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simply unfair to condemn Four Weddings and a Funeral for a lack of 
explosions, since having explosions is not essential to meeting the aims 
of this particular sub genre. Of course, a romantic comedy could have an 
explosion, which could either serve a comedic or romantic purpose, or 
serve some other purpose not specific to the genre. This indicates that we 
are not limited to evaluating films by category, and even when we do 
evaluate films in this way, we are not thereby ignoring the unique ways 
in which particular films fulfil the purposes of their categories. 

It is not just a matter of personal opinion as to how a film is to be 
categorized. Carroll names three kinds of objective reason for placing a 
film in a certain category: ( 1 )  structural reasons, (2) intentional reasons 
and (3) contextual reasons. IS4 There are structural reasons for categoriz
ing Four Weddings and a Funeral as a romantic comedy insofar as the 
film has many characteristic features of the sub genre, including witty 
dialogue, a sympathetic yet amusingly incompetent romantic hero, and 
a happy ending involving romantic reconciliation. In addition, there is 
good evidence, both manifest in the work - say, in the dialogue and 
choice of actors - and outside the work - say, in interviews, that the mak
ers of Four Weddings and a Funeral intended the film to be a romantic 
comedy. And finally, there is some contextual evidence for the cate
gOrization, since romantic comedy is the favoured subgenre of Richard 
Curtis, the writer of Four Weddings and a Funeral, as well as a staple of 
mainstream, narrative film. 

As our example suggests, structural, intentional, and contextual rea
sons often converge in supporting a particular categorization. The fact 
that Richard Curtis is the writer of Four Weddings and a Funeral sug
gests an intentional reason for the categorization, and in general, context 
can be a clue to intentions, since filmmakers tend to want to make films 
in categories that are familiar to the audience. Similarly, structural con
siderations can be a clue to intentions - as above, where the dialogue 
seems deliberately crafted for romance and comedy. Despite this conver
gence, however, one kind of reason alone may be sufficient to justify a 
particular categorization, particularly when there are no good reasons for 
an alternate categorization. ISS 

In sum, Carroll aims to show that the rational resolution of evaluative 
disagreements about films is possible, at least when the disagreements in 
question are the result of a category error which we can work to correct 
by the citing of structural, intentional, and contextual evidence. In recom
mending categorical evaluation as a primary form of film criticism, Carroll 
also anticipates and responds to a number of potential objections. ls6 

97 



AESTHETICS AND FILM 

Categorical evaluation, Carroll insists, is neither narrowly aesthetic nor 
inherently conservative. It is not narrowly aesthetic because some cate
gories have cognitive, political, or ethical aims, or aims that depend on 
cognitive, political, or ethical criteria. And it is not inherently conserva
tive, or insensitive to the historical progression of filmmaking, because 
there are various ways in which we can understand new categories almost 
as soon as they emerge. Carroll also maintains that a film that cannot 
be categorized is highly unlikely, and indeed, such a film would be unin
telligible. This is not to say, however, that every film can be easily 
categorized and indeed, as noted above, one task for the professional 
critic is to introduce us to the more obscure and unfamiliar categories 
into which unusual films fit. Finally, Carroll recognizes that categorical 
evaluation will be complicated, since many films belong to multiple cat
egories and meet the aims of each category with varying success. 

It is important to note that Carroll is not claiming that correct catego
rization will end all disagreement about the value of a film. We may 
be able to agree on which categories a film belongs to and yet be unable 
to agree on the standards, and weighting of those standards, for the 
categories in question. I 57 Furthermore, even if we successfully make the 
move from correct categorization to shared evaluation, still other kinds 
of evaluative disagreement may persist. For example, we might disagree 
about whether a film's twisted plot structure is effective or simply con
fusedly -contrived, whether a certain actor was the right choice for the 
protagonist, whether the film's special effects are convincing, whether a 
film's style of camer�work or lighting, or its colour palette, are arresting 
or simply annoying, or whether a film is a successful adaptation of a play 
or a novel. Whereas some of these disagreements might invoke catego
ries, clearly not all of them need to invoke categories. But remember that 
Carroll is not committed to explaining every kind of evaluative disagree
ment about film. Nevertheless, it seems he must explain when it is 
sensible to compare films from different categories, according to their 
categories. Carroll suggests that this is sometimes a matter of comparing 
how films rank in their respective categories. I SS Other times, we may be 
engaged in a much broader kind of criticism whereby we compare films 
according to the cultural importance of the different categorical aims that 
they meet. 159 However, Carroll insists that it will not always make sense 
to compare very different films, perhaps because the aims of the catego
ries to which they belong are of equal or unknown value.l60 

Whereas Carroll is careful to specify the limits of his account, he is 
firmly committed to the idea that categorical evaluation is a central, 
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perhaps the central, kind of film evaluation. This may strike you as ques
tionable, however, since it is often the case that when we say that a film 
is a good film of its kind, we imply that it is not very good on some 
broader scale. But what might this broader scale be? Perhaps it is a gen
eral artistic scale, as when we assess the expressiveness or composition 
of a film, or when we assess a film in terms of an important element that 
it shar�s with another art form, like the actors ' performances. Alterna
tively, perhaps the broader scale of evaluation is a scale for film per se, 

as an art form. Citizen Kane ( 1941 )  has been called a 'supremely cine
matic' film for the way it exploits what the film medium can and cannot 
show us directly. The film appears to make plain everything that happens 
in Kane's life and yet all it gives us are surface appearances, since Kane's 
inner life is left up to the viewers' imagination. The film is rich with 
interpretive possibilities and all because it exploits an apparent limitation 
of the medium as a visual record . 161 This is just one example, however, 
and it remains to be seen whether every film can be judged, not just as a 
certain kind of film, but just as a film. 

Victor Perkins' Film as Film: Understanding and Judging Movies, as 
its title suggests, is concerned with just this question. This puts Perkins 
in the minority of film scholars who have looked beyond interpretation to 
criticism and the role of criticism in our enjoyment of films. With a focus 
on narrative fiction films, Perkins attempts to derive general evaluative 
criteria from an understanding of the formal possibilities inherent in the 
film medium. A film contains many elements and the key is to bring 
those elements into 'significant relationship' so as to create a unity which 
conveys the film-maker's vision. This is not easy to do because the 
medium pulls in opposite directions, both towards 'credibility' or real
ism and towards ' significance' or expression and communication. There 
is always a threat of 'collapse,' either the loss of illusion in the pursuit 
of expression or the loss of significance in the pursuit of realism. 162 The 
way in which a film avoids such a collapse, 'absorbs its tensions' , 163 and 
achieves unity is by constraining expression with realism. The fewer 
'one-function elements' a film has - in other words, the fewer elements 
it has which serve only to establish either credibility or significance - the 
better that film is. 

To illustrate this point, Perkins compares a scene in Rope ( 1948) with 
a scene in The Loudest Whisper ( 196 1  ) . 164 Both scenes use the device of 
the 'controlled viewpoint' to create suspense. However, Perkins thinks 
that the former case involves a superior use of the expressive device 
which is less contrived because the device is motivated realistically. 
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In the scene from Rope, our view is restricted seemingly just by the 
parameters of the depicted apartment with which we are already familiar. 
In other words, suspense is generated by a restriction within the fictional 
world of the film. In the scene from The Loudest Whisper, on the other 
hand, we are suddenly prevented from hearing a crucial part of the 
ensuing conversation by the camera moving, in a cut, behind a glass 
partition. There is no reason within the story for our suddenly being 
cut off from the conversation - it is not as if the glass partition actually 
slides across our view, in the fiction, as we listen to the conversation. 
Instead, the suddenness and apparent arbitrariness of the change in 
camera position draws attention to itself as a device for creating suspense 
that breaks with the realism of the scene. 

Perkins's measure for cinematic achievement is a kind of unity to be 
achieved through realistically motivated stylization. Thus the question 
we need to consider is whether this is really a measure for film as film 
rather than just a particular kind of film. In considering this question, it 
is significant that the kinds of films which are of the highest quality on 
Perkins's measure are Hollywood films from the late 1940s to the 
early 1 960s. This suggests that Perkins's measure is appropriate to his 
examples just- because it reflects the aims of the relevant tradition of 
filmmaking. Films in other traditions - for example, the. tradition of 
modernism - that do not aim at realistic stylization are going to be judged 
poorly on Perkins's account. But it is clearly not the case that all 
modernist films are bad. To be fair to Perkins, however, despite the way 
the title of his book implies that he is interested in how we evaluate any 
kind of film just as film, he belatedly admits that he has 'deliberately 
restricted the field of this inquiry in order to examine sources of value 
within a particular form' . 1 6s This suggests that Perkins might just be 
doing the kind of evaluation that Carroll describes - identifying realistic 
stylization as a central aim of the category of classical Hollywood films 
and then assessing particular films according to the standards of that 
category. 

Whether there can be a single evaluative standard for film as film 
remains an open question. Carroll is skeptical of this possibility, since 
attempts to identify such a standard often reflect a bias towards certain 
stylistic tendencies in the history of film. Nevertheless, the fact remains 
that film evaluation operates on multiple levels: When we evaluate films 
by category, the kinds of category we invoke vary in their breadth - from, 
saY,film noir to melodrama to narrative fiction. But we can also praise a 
film for being 'pure cinema,' or even great art, which may involve an 
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appeal to the place occupied by that film in the culture at large and the 
role it has played in people's lives. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Here is what we have covered in this chapter: 

1 .  Bordwell's constructivist account of story comprehension, including 
his account of the actively inferential process of perceiving the 
images and sounds that make up the film, and his account of the imag
inative process by which we follow a film's story and navigate the 
story-world. 

2. Bordwell's analysis, if not his defence of, academic interpretation as 
a self-justifying and replicative practice. 

3. The objection that Bordwell 's constructivism does not support the 
claim that a film's meaning is made by the viewer. 

4. Wilson's argument for a different kind of interpretation than the one 
Bordwell describes, a kind of explanatory interpretation not reserved 
for specialist critics .  

5 .  Carroll's account of objective categorical film evaluation. 
6. Perkins' criteria for judging 'film as film' which tum out to be criteria 

for judging one kind of film as that kind of film. 

In this chapter we have learnt that the narrative film viewer is a think
ing viewer, both during and after the viewing experience. This is not to 
say that the film viewer is cold, calculating, or distant. As we have seen, 
much of the viewer's cognitive activity is uncalculated just because it is 
unconscious and automatic. And, as we shall see in the next chapter, 
there are a great many ways in which a viewer can respond with feeling 
to a film. These responses often rely on our understanding of the film and 
may, in tum, influence how we interpret and evaluate it. Thus the division 
set up by this chapter and the next between the thinking and the feeling 
viewer is an artificial one simply for the purposes of analysis. The film 
viewer is in fact both thinking and feeling, and thinking may be a com
ponent of her feelings just as feeling may influence her thinking. 

To return to the details of this chapter, Bordwell is surely right that 
comprehension is a complex constructive process even if that does not 
mean it is entirely up to the viewer what a film literally means. Similarly, 
if we take Bordwell to be providing a critical expose of the current state 
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of interpretation, we can reconcile his account with the possibility of 
other kinds of interpretation, including the explanatory kind described 
by Wilson. Whereas an ordinary viewer may be unlikely to attempt a 
psychoanalytic, auteurist, or otherwise theoretically laden 'reading' of a 
film, he is highly likely, especially when confronted by a particularly 
complex film, to engage in the interpretive process of reflective integra
tion required to make the most sense of the film's narrative. 

When it comes to evaluation, Carroll and Perkins have given us a lot 
to think about, particularly in relation to the remarkably varied and 
numerous criteria by which we judge different films. There is clearly a 
great deal of work still to be done on the rational foundations of film 
evaluation. At this stage, we must commend the film scholars who have 
begun this work. By breaking away from the mainstream of academic 
interpretation, they are able to reflect on the fact that, when it comes to 
film, everyone's a critic. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE FEELING F I LM VI EWER 

The ways in which we respond with feeling to films are rich and 
varied - arguably as rich and varied as the ways we respond in real life. 
We may pity the plight of the doomed heroine or feel tremendous anxiety 
as the shark approaches the unsuspecting swimmer, perhaps resisting the 
temptation to yell at the screen, 'Get out of the water ! '  We may auto
matically jump in our seats at a sudden explosion or recoil from the sight 
of a gruesome crime scene. We may feel indignant. sad, joyful, excited, 
apprehensive, dejected. frustrated, hopeful or jubilant, either along with 
the characters, on the behalf of the characters, or about some turn of 
events in the story. And lastly, we may be left feeling a certain a way by 
the firm as a whole - perhaps vaguely anxious, buoyed up, exhilarated or 
sweetly melancholic. 

All of these responses involve 'affect' or feeling, even if we do not 
consider all of them to involve emotions. You might not think that being 
startled by a sudden explosion counts as an emotion, since it is an auto
matic reflex response. Alternatively, you might not think that the anx
ious or melancholic mood that a film puts you in counts as an emotion 
because it is an amorphous state without an object - I am not anxious 
or melancholic about anything in particular. The distinction between 
emotions and other kinds of feeling is in fact contested even though phi
losophers have traditionally focused on a narrow class of emotions. For 
our purposes, it is important to recognize that such a distinction is often 
made even if. in the end, it may not be essential to uphold it. 

Broadly speaking, an emotional response can be understood as a res
ponse to an event of significance to the subject involving bodily changes 
and typic1l11y characteristic motivating behaviour. Given the impor
tance of emotions for the quality and meaning of life, it is not surprising 
that most of the great classical philosophers from Aristotle to Descartes 
to Hume have something to say about the nature of emotion. What is 
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surprising, however, is that in the twentieth century, philosophers stopped 
paying attention to emotions. And it is only quite recently, partly in 
response to work in psychology, neurology, and evolutionary biology, 
that the philosophy of emotion has become a respectable field of study. 
Until even more recently, this field was dominated by a particular kind 
of theory that 1 )  only applies to the typical instances of paradigmatic 
emotions - for example, fear, anger and joy - but not to atypical instances 
of these emotions or to other kinds of feeling like moods and reflex 
responses; and, 2) distinguishes between different emotions by the cog
nitions they involve. Most commonly, the kind of cognition that an 
emotion is thought to involve is a belief or evaluation. Thus you can't be 
angry with someone unless you believe that she has slighted you; you 
can't be afraid of something unless you believe that it represents a threat. 
Even though both anger and fear are felt, bodily responses, what makes 
them anger and fear respectively, and not some other emotion, is the kind 
of belief they involve. 

As we shall see, the assumption that every emotion involves a belief 
has led to some difficulties in accounting for our emotional responses to 
works of fiction, including fiction films. Recently, however, philosophers 
have begun to question whether a belief is absolutely required for having 
an emotion. This is partly a result of recognizing various situations in 
which emotions persist without the requisite belief - for example, when 
someone is afraid of flying despite knowing that it is safe. In response to 
the complexity of real-life cases, alternatives to the belief-theory have 
emerged. One alternative is to claim that emotions still necessarily 
involve a cognition but not a belief. Given the way that emotions focus 
our attention on those aspects of our situation which are most significant 
for us, this kind of theory suggests that the cognitive element of emotions 
is something like a perception, a construal or a way of seeing. 166 Another 
alternative is to claim that an emotion does not necessarily involve any 
kind of cognition. The crucial focus that an emotion provides is achieved 
by bodily means, and though emotions are influenced by cognition, they 
can be characterized in terms of their unique neurophysiological pro
files . 167 This suggests that all felt responses could be emotions. While 
there are compelling arguments for both alternatives, as well as for the 
original belief-theory, we will not be defending a particular theory of 
emotion in this chapter. For our purposes, we need only take note of a 
growing philosophical appreciation of the complexity and heterogeneity 
of felt experience. 
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In the first two of the following three sections, we will be dealing 
almost exclusively with those feelings traditionally thought to be emotions 
because they take an object and involve cognition. Both of these sections 
deal with our emotional responses to characters or the narrative content 
of the film more generally. The first section examines two puzzles about 
our emotional responses to fictions. The second section examines one of 
the primary ways in which we engage with characters which is empa
thetic identification. Once we reach the third section, our perspective 
broadens to include the full range of feelings elicited, not just by what 
the film is about, but by the film itself in its stylistic and technical aspects. 
In this way, we will begin to see the remarkable extent to which film is a 
matter of feeling. 

MAKING SENSE OF OUR FEELINGS 

FOR (FILM) FICTIONS 

Since most of the films that we watch are works of narrative fiction, 
our ana1ysis of film engagement cannot proceed without facing an appar
ent paradox concerning the intelligibility of having emotional responses 
to fictions. Fortunately for us, there is already an extensive literature 
on the so-called paradox of fiction. Since films are not the only kind of 
fiction, this paradox does not pertain exclusively to film. But if we wish 
to examine the ways in which various film structures support our felt 
engagement, we first need to make sure that we understand the nature of 
our engagement. After all, if it turns out that we cannot in fact respond with 
genuine feeling or emotion to fiction in general, we cannot proceed to an 
analysis of the ways in which fiction film in particular supports feeling. 

A paradox is a piece of reasoning that appears perfectly sound but 
nevertheless leads to a false conclusion. To solve a paradox, you must 
show that the reasoning it involves, despite appearances to the contrary, 
really is unsound. This does not make the paradox disappear, since there 
is still a piece of reasoning that appears to be sound when it is not. But in 
solving the paradox, you show that the appearance of soundness is merely 
that - an appearance. You may even go on to explain why the piece of 
reasoning under consideration has this appearance, thereby preparing 
others not to be fooled. Alternatively, you could simply accept the 
contradiction implied by the paradox and learn to live with it. Both of 
these approaches have been taken to the paradox of fiction. 
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The Paradox of Fiction 

The paradox of fiction is often expressed in terms of three propositions, 
all of which seem true even though they cannot all be true without yield
ing a contradiction. 

1 .  We only respond emotionally to what we believe to be real. 
2. We do not believe that fiction is real. 

From these two premises, it seems to follow that we do not respond emo
tionally to fiction. And yet it seems that 

3 .  we respond emotionally to fiction all the time. 168 

Those who are committed to solving the paradox of fiction aim to 
show that one of these propositions is false. Others, though admittedly a 
minority, have accepted the paradox and concluded that our responses 
to fiction are simply irrational. 169 If, however, you find it implausible to 
think that we lose all sense of reason as soon as we become engaged with 
fiction, �� is worth pursuing a solution to the paradox. 

The &!bate about the paradox of fiction has evolved to the point where 
a significant number of those involved agree that the best route to a solu
tion i�volves a denial of the first proposition - that we only respond 
emotionally to what we believe to be real. Before embarking on this 
route, however, we need at least to consider solutions that involve deny
ing either the second or the third proposition. 

In order to solve the paradox by denying the second proposition, one 
has to give an account of how, in the course of engaging with fiction, 
one's belief that the characters and events of the fiction are not real is 
temporarily suspended. 170 It turns out that giving such an account is 
difficult to do. In real life, we might suspend a particular belief before 
discarding it completely in the face of new evidence that challenges the 
belief in question. But this does not seem to be what's going on when we 
engage with fiction, since there is no new evidence to challenge my belief 
that, for example, the zombies depicted on screen are not real. You might 
reply, however, that the fiction itself provides the evidence - the incred
ibly life-like images of the zombies compel me at least to suspend my 
disbelief, if not quite adopt a new belief, in real-life zombies. But there 
is a problem with this reply. If it is the fiction that supplies the evidence 
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that challenges my belief, then I must have already suspended my belief 
that the fiction is not real in order to have the evidence I need for 
suspending my belief that the fiction is not real. If I have already sus
pended my belief in order to treat the fiction as evidence, it cannot be 
the fiction that provides evidence supporting a suspension of belief. 

Even if it were possible to suspend our belief that the fiction is not 
real, th� way that we experience fictions suggests that this is not what's 
going on. If I no longer believed that the vicious zombies on screen were 
fictional, I would surely not remain seated in the cinema for long. Pre
sumably, upon discovering that there are killer-zombies on the loose, 
I would alert the authorities and take measures to protect myself and my 
loved ones. But I do not do this. In other words, I do not act as though 
I have suspended my belief that the fiction is not real. Moreover, it is not 
just that I stay seated in the cinema, but I seem to be enjoying myself 
as I watch the zombies approaching on screen. I am able to appreciate 
the vivid depiction of an army of zombies surging forward with arms 
outstretched, the use of special effects or highly emotive music, the 
importance of this scene for the narrative, and so on. Surely, if I had 
suspended my belief that the zombies are fictional, I would be too fright
ened to appreciate the film in this way. 

So much for solving the paradox by denying the second proposition. 
What about a solution that involves denying the third proposition - that 
we respond emotionally to fictions? Philosophers who attempt a solution 
of this kind do not deny that we respond to fiction at all .  Rather, they 
deny that our responses consist in genuine emotions. 17 1  Instead our 
responses to fiction consist in fictional, make-believe, or pretend emo
tions. These responses may have a genuine feel to them - while watching 
the zombies approach, I feel my heart pounding and my hands turning 
clammy as I grip the arms of my seat. But assuming that our responses 
cannot be reduced to brute feeling, insofar as they only involve beliefs 
about what is fictionally the case, they cannot be real emotions. 

This kind of solution immediately raises some questions: What exactly 
is a fictional emotional response? How can a real person have a fictional 
response? And if none of the components of the response are fictional, 
why is the response itself still only fictional? A belief about what is 
fictionally the case is still a genuine belief, after all . And the feelings 
involved in my response are most certainly genuine insofar as I am expe
riencing changes in my body that can be objectively measured. The 
only component of my response that is fictional is its object, what my 
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response is directed towards - for example, the zombies on screen. And 
while the status of an emotion's object is important for determining the 
appropriateness of the response, it does not determine that the response 
is a genuine emotion. If my fear is directed at a kitten, we might want to 
say that my fear is inappropriate. But it is still fear. Moreover, some of 
our emotions seem not to take an object at all - for example, when I feel 
angry but do not know what about - and yet they are no less real for that. 

Solutions to the paradox of fiction that involve denying the third 
proposition thus leave us wondering why beliefs about what is fictionally 
the case - that is, that there are zombies on the loose - cannot inspire 
genuine emotions. This brings us to the third kind of solution to the 
paradox of fiction which denies the first proposition - that we only 
respond emotionally to what we believe to be real. The most common 
form of this solution consists in a denial, not just of the necessity of a 
belief in the reality of the object of our emotion, but of the necessity of 
any kind of belief for a genuine emotional response. In other ""ords, this 
solution engages with the current debate in the philosophy of emotion 
about what kind of cognition, if any, is essential to emotion. 

The philosopher who wishes to solve the paradox of fiction by deny
ing the first proposition has two options :  She can accept that emotions 
always involve cognition but deny that emotions always involve beliefs. 
Then she can suggest that emotions involve another kind of cognition 
like a thought or a perception which, unlike belief, is supported by 
fiction. Alternatively, she can refuse to accept that emotions always 
involve any kind of cognition. Then she can suggest that film media are 
ideally suited for the spontaneous excitation of emotion or feeling with
out any cognitive processing. Films are particularly good at exploiting 
our phobias, for example, in an automatic, visual way - swinging aerial 
camerawork or the image of a writhing mass of snakes may be enough to 
trigger a viewer's vertigo or ophidiophobia, respectively. A potential dif
ficulty with this second option, however, is that those felt responses to 
films that are automatic and visceral tend to be triggered by stylistic and 
technical means rather than by the film's content. But the paradox of fic
tion concerns just those responses we have to characters and events 
which are part of content. For this reason, we will leave aside the possi
bility of emotions without cognition until we reach our discussion, in the 
final section, of the general emotional appeal of a film. 

Several philosophers who take the first option claim that a fiction 
prescribes particular imaginings or thoughts about its content and these 
imaginings or thoughts in themselves inspire an emotional response. l 72 
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In real life, we may shudder at the thought of something horrible or 
amuse ourselves with whimsical imaginings. This, some claim, is all that 
is going on with fiction but in a more systematic way. When I am shown 
a zombie on the film screen in all its horrible detail, I think about or 
imagine just what I am shown. In other words, the depiction of the zom
bie constitutes the content of my thought or imagining. But I can think 
about o� imagine the depicted zombie as a combination of just those 
properties specified in the depiction without believing in the zombie. 
I can think about a creature that looks human except for its dead eyes 
and pallid skin, its trance-like lumbering movements, its unstoppable 
drive to kill, and so on, for all the features of the zombie that I recognize, 
independently from each other, from real life. Moreover, it is very easy 
for me to do this given the vivid moving image of the zombie projected 
right in front of me. 

One objection to this account is that it fails to preserve the intuition 
that the zombie itself is the object of my fear. 173 If you ask me what I 'm 
afraid of, I' ll say the zombie. I certainly won't say that I 'm afraid of my 
thought about the zombie. However, this objection fails to recognize that 
there are different kinds of object that an emotion can take, and that the 
cause and object of an emotion need not be the same. Thus while I am 

frightened by the thought of the zombie - the thought causes my emo
tion, I am frightened of the content of the thought; namely, the zombie 
itself. My thinking about the zombie is what makes me afraid but it is 
what I am thinking about that is the target of my fear. 

Another objection to the thought or imagining account is that it is 
limited in scope. Even if it is the case that I could be frightened by the 
thought of the zombie, it is also possible that I am frightened simply by 
what I see on screen, without thinking much about it at all .  Just the look 
of the zombie - those dead eyes and that cadaverous complexion, the 
reaching arms and unnatural movements - is enough to scare me. My 
response is more immediate than what one would expect if it involved 
a lot of thought. Moreover, the possibility of this kind of responsive 
immediacy is supported by recent experiments in neurophysiology. 
These experiments show that the emotional processing of perceptual 
data can occur independently of cognitive processing because there is a 
direct route from the perceptual apparatus to those parts of the brain 
that are crucial in generating emotion. Perhaps, then, the most promising 
solution to the paradox of fiction involves pointing to a range of emo
tional triggers - thoughts, imaginings, and perceptions - that can 
substitute for the belief that the fiction is real. 
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The Paradox of Horror 

Once we expand our understanding of emotions, it seems that the para
dox of fiction is eminently solvable. Unfortunately, however, we are not 
yet free of complications surrounding our felt engagement with fiction 
film. Even if we can respond with genuine emotions to fiction, a further 
paradox emerges when those responses are negative and thus intrinsically 
unpleasant - emotions like fear, pity, anxiety, and sadness. In real life, 
these are the sorts of emotions that we do not want to have. But in the con
text of fiction, some people appear to seek them out and even enjoy them. 

This paradox arises with the enjoyment of any negative emotion in the 
context of fiction. However, there are particular versions of the paradox 
for particular genres of fiction that are defined in terms of the kinds of 
response that they aim to evoke. The paradox of tragedy has a long and 
distinguished philosophical history: Aristotle and later Hume were both 
puzzled by the way that tragedy aims and often succeeds in creating an 
enjoyable experience of fear and pity. More recently, philosophers have 
turned to the paradox of horror, which will be our focus here. The reason 
for this focus is that by far the largest portion of horror fictions are 
films. Indeed, there seems to be something about film media which make 
them particularly well�suited both to the depiction of horror and to the 
evocation of the emotions of fear and disgust that define the genre}74 

Just like the paradox of fiction, the paradox of horror can be expressed 
in terms of three propositions, all of which seem true but together yield 
a contradiction. 

1 .  Negative emotions like fear and disgust are intrinsically unpleasant. 
2. Horror fictions aim to evoke fear and disgust. 
3. Some people enjoy horror fictions 

If what it means for an emotion to be negative is just that it is experi
enced as unpleasant, and if this amounts to the same thing as our not 
enjoying the emotion, given that we cannot simultaneously enjoy and not 
enjoy the exact same thing, it seems to follow from these two premises 
that we cannot enjoy horror fictions, or at least not the emotive aspect of 
horror fictions. And yet, it certainly appears as though some people enjoy 
horror fictions, and what they enjoy about horror fictions is just that the 
fictions are frightening and disgusting. 

One approach to solving the paradox involves claiming that what some 
of us enjoy about horror is not the fear and disgust evoked but something 
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else - for example, the arousal and satisfaction of our curiosity about 
the impossible creatures we encounter on screen, 175 or the sense had at 
the end of a film that we have worked unpleasant emotions out of our 
system. 1 76 Perhaps one could also claim that we enjoy a particular com
ponent of fear and disgust - for example, the 'rush' we feel as our body 
releases a burst of adrenalin and our heart rate increases - but that this 
does nQt amount to enjoying the emotions themselves. Finally, one could 
claim that we enjoy a sense of our own courage or resolve in being 
able to face unpleasant emotions at least in the context of fiction. 

The trouble with all the solutions of this kind, however, is that they 
essentially miss the point. There is only a paradox to solve in the first 
place if we grant that some of us etU0Y fear and disgust. But this is 
precisely what solutions of this kind refuse to grant. The challenge is 
thus to explain how we can enjoy negative emotions given that they are 

negative . and thus unpleasant. One way to meet this challenge is to 
argue that we can enjoy negative emotions because negative emotions 
are only contingently unpleasant. Some theorists claim that we can enjoy 
negative emotions when they are under our control - for example, when 
I can direct my attention away from the gory bits in a horror film. 177 

Other theorists claim that we can enjoy negative emotions as long as 
they do not take an unpleasant object. Fear is only unpleasant in real 
life insofar as it is directed at something unpleasant - specifically some
thing that constitutes a threat. When I fear a fictional monster on screen, 
I am not responding to a genuine threat and thus my fear need not be 
unpleasant. 

There are various problems specific to each of these suggestions, but 
one problem they have in common is that in making negative emotions 
only contingently unpleasant, they seem to go against our understanding 
of negative emotions. If someone told you that the emotion he experi
enced on the death of his beloved great aunt was highly enjoyable, you 
would surely hesitate to call his emotion grief. 178 This suggests that the 
connection between the negativity and unpleasantness of an emotion is 
necessary rather than contingent. But now we are back at square one, 
facing on�e again the paradox of enjoying what, by definition, cannot be 
enjoyed. 

There may still be a way out of this bind, however. Berys Gaut sug
gests that only in the typical case are negative emotions experienced as 
unpleasant. 179 This means that, necessarily typically, negative emotions 
are unpleasant. In the atypical case, however, this need not be so. Atypi
cal cases are not limited to fiction but include cases like the enjoyment of 
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extreme sports and roller coasters. But the experience of horror is the 
atypical case in which we are interested. In the atypical case, what makes 
a negative emotion still count as a negative emotion when it is experi
enced as pleasant is just the background of typical cases in which human 
beings experience the emotion as unpleasant. Just as what the masochist 
enjoys only counts as pain against a background of normal aversive 
reactions, so what the horror buff enjoys only counts as fear against a 
background of unpleasant experiences. 

In his own careful and detailed presentation of the argument, Gaut 
spells out the various philosophical presuppositions that are required for 
this solution to work. If there is something about the way that Gaut's 
solution appeals to the typical case that doesn't seem quite right to you, 
the next step would be to examine closely the presuppositions that 
ground this appeal. Then again, you may still be inclined to think that 
there is no paradox needing to be solved in the first place. That is, you 
may suspect that it is never the case that what we enjoy about horror 
fictions is the fear and disgust that they evoke. Even when a, horror 
buff complains that a particular horror film wasn't frightening enough to 
be enjoyable, this need not indicate that when the horror buff does 
enjoy a horror film, what she enjoys is being frightened (and disgusted). 
Perhaps instead, by complaining that a particular horror film wasn't 
{,rightening enough, the horror buff is signalling that the film failed to be 
convincing as a result of poor narrative structure, editing, or special 
effects. Moreover, the horror buff may describe a good horror film as 
frightening without being frightened herself. Probably she wouldn't be 
such a buff if she was being frightened all the time. Rather, when she 
describes a good horror film as frightening it is because she recognizes 
that, in general, a good horror film can frighten people even though the 
ones who are frightened tend not to enjoy the film. 

Before leaving the paradox of horror, it is worth noting one other way 
in which our fear of horror is disputed. Is our fear, fear for the endan
gered characters or fear for ourselves? Am I frightened of the zombies, 
along with the characters, or am I frightened for the characters, whether 
or not they're frightened themselves, because they are endangered by the 
zombies? Some theorists deny that it ever makes sense to fear for our
selves in response to fiction because we cannot actually be threatened by 
something that is only fictionally dangerous. And yet, we often talk as 
though we're afraid of the same horrors as the characters. Perhaps what 
feels like genuine fear in these cases is really only pretend or imagined 
fear. But perhaps not. In the next section, we will consider how we may 
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come to share genuine emotions like fear with characters through an act 
of identification. 

IDENTIFICATION AND EMPATHY 

When o.rdinary film-goers talk about their experience with a particular 
character - usually a protagonist - in a film, it is quite common to hear 
remarks of the following kind: 

'I could really identify with her' ; 
'I think the scene moved me so deeply because I identified with him' ; 
and, 
'There was nothing about her with which I could identify ' .  

It i s  highly likely that the first two remarks are part of  a positive evalua
tion, and the third remark part of a negative evaluation, not just of the 
way a particular character is developed, but of the film as a whole. Indeed, 
remarking on whether or not a central character with whom we are 
clearly meant to identify is one with whom we really can identify may 
make the difference between a good and a bad film - or a highly engag
ing and a not-so-engaging film. Given this, and our everyday ways of 
talking about whether or not we like a film, identification seems to be 
a phenomenon that we cannot ignore in this chapter. 

But what exactly is identification and why is it so important? It is this 
question that will concern us here. In what follows, we will link what we 
ordinarily mean when we talk about identification with the various ways 
in which theorists have handled the notion. First we will consider what 
psychoanalytic film theorists have to say, then what cognitive film theo
rists and philosophers have to say, about identification. Ultimately, we 
will conclude that identification is a valuable imaginative process that 
supports empathetic responses to characters . 

This is not meant to suggest that identification represents the only 
way in which we engage with film characters. When we identify with a 
character we seem to share her emotional response - for example, when 
the zombies scare me almost as much as they do the film's protagonist. 
But as well, we can have responses to characters that are not shared with 
them - for example, when I pity a character that is in no way self-pitying. 
Such responses are usually described as sympathetic whereas responses 
involving identification are usually described as empathetic. Even though 

1 1 3 



AESTHETICS AND FILM 

we will also explore this distinction in what follows, our focus will 
remain on identification. 18o This is because identification is perhaps the 
most mysterious and misunderstood, but also the most powerfully inti
mate, aspect of our felt engagement with film characters . 

Psychoanalytic Identification 

One of the defining characteristics of 'psycho-semiotic' film theory is 
its use of psychoanalytic theory - particularly of the Lacanian variety -
to understand our experience of film. Given this, it is no surprise that a 
standard notion of cinematic identification in film theory is modelled on 
a particular subconscious phenomenon that psychoanalytic theorists take 
to be central to our psychosexual development. In fact, the reason that 
psychoanalytic film theorists call cinematic identification, ' identifica
tion,' is just because this is what Lacan calls the analogous developmen
tal phenomenon. 

According to Lacan, one of the most significant stages in our psycho
sexual development is the so-called mirror stage. This is the stage we 
enter at around eighteen months of age when we develop a powerful 
sense of self by identifying with our own mirror images. Seeing our 
reflected selves for the first time entails recognizing ourselves as discrete 
individuals for the first time. This recognition is partly mistaken, how
ever, because the infant assumes that his mirror-image self has the motor 
capacities that the infant himself has yet to develop but which match his 
current mental capacity. Thus Lacan implies that identification, whether 
with one's own image in infancy or with others later on, involves the 
projection of an 'ego ideal' such that one sees an enhanced version of 
oneself in the object of identification. In film, Lacanian theorists use this 
idea to explain the identification of viewers with the larger-than-life 
heroes portrayed on screen. 

It is worth noting that this notion of hero identification in the psycho
analytic tradition has inspired a feminist critique of our engagement with 
mainstream film. In a highly influential article, 18 1  British film-maker, 
critic, and theorist, Laura Mulvey, claims that traditional movie heroes 
exhibit masculine traits and thus only male (or 'masculinized' )  viewers 
identify with them. In turn, this gives the male viewer a sense of control 
over the events of the story. Such control is crucial for counteracting the 
effect of the female screen icon, which, by demanding erotic contempla
tion, effectively stalls the narrative. In this way, the sense of empowerment 
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derived from identification in general takes a particular and patriarchal 
form in the context of narrative film. Interestingly, Mulvey's critique, 
while provocative and revealing, does not question the psychoanalytic 
account of identification. Rather it assumes the truth of this account in 
order to claim that mainstream film serves patriarchal ends. Thus, for the 
sake of coming to a critical understanding of identification, we can turn 
our attention back to the psychoanalytic account itself. 

According to Christian Metz, the most influential of the psychoana
lytic film theorists, part of what explains why we watch films and how 
we make sense of them is that film reactivates infantile identification. 
The crucial similarity is what Metz calls, 'the play of presence and 
absence' - the simultaneous presence of an image and absence of the 
referent on the screen or in the mirror. It is because our infantile experi
ence with the mirror and our experience with film are both experiences 
of the play of presence and absence that Metz thinks we can understand 
them in terms of the same subconscious process of identification. 1 82 

The pleasure of identification explains why we enjoy watching films. 
More importantly for Metz, however, the role that Lacan assigns identi
fication in communication explains how we make sense of films. 
According to Lacan, any kind of communication - and social life in gen
eral - is impossible without the alternation of the subject position 
facilitated by identification. The fact that I have to identify with someone 
in order to understand what she is telling me suggests to Metz that I also 
have to identify with the source of telling (and showing) in a film in order 
to understand the film. The source of a film's telling and showing is, in a 
literal sense, the camera. Thus the fundamental role of identification in 
communication leads Metz to claim that identification with the camera is 
the primary form of identification in film. Identification with characters 
is secondary because the intelligibility of film in general does not depend 
on it. After all, there are intelligible films that do not have characters. 

There is clearly much to be questioned in Metz's theory. Is the psycho
analytic account of identification even plausible and is Metz really 
justified in applying this account to film? Moreover, does the way in 
which Metz applies this account, assuming the account makes sense, 
really illuminate the cinematic experience? What does it mean, exactly, 
to identify with the camera? All these questions and more have been 
taken up by critics of the psychoanalytic approach to film. While it is 
crucial to do this, what is most important for our purposes is to consider 
whether the psychoanalytic account of film identification helps us make 
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sense of the kinds of things we say about identification when we leave 
the cinema or tum off the television. 

Whatever conclusion one reaches about the plausibility of the psycho
analytic account, the fact remains that this account does not seem to 
apply to the kind of identification we actually talk about. Personally, 
I have never heard anyone emerge from the cinema saying, 'gosh, I could 
really identify with the camera in that film ! '  Indeed, insofar as psycho
analytic identification is subconscious, we wouldn't  be in a position 
to comment spontaneously on our having identified with the camera. 
Of course, if we were well-versed in psychoanalytic film theory, we 
might infer from our comprehension of the film that identification had 
occurred. But if this kind of inference grounded any remark about iden
tification, the evaluative weight of these remarks would be lost. When we 
say something about the way a ·film supports identification, we mean 
to single out that film - not just as one of many films which are intelli
gible, but as a good film among intelligible films. According to the 
psychoanalytic film theorist, primary identification occurs in every case 
of our understanding a film and thus doesn't  seem to be something 
worth remarking on. The fact that we do remark on identification sug
gests that we need to look elsewhere for an explanation of the conscious 
phenomenon of character identification. l s3 

So where might we look? The obvious place would be in another 
branch of film theory - cognitive film theory. Unfortunately, some cogni
tive film theorists and philosophers of film are so suspicious of the 
historical link between identification and psychoanalysis that they wish 
to abandon the notion altogether. The highly circumscribed and idiosyn
cratic use of the term 'identification' by psychoanalytic film theorists 
just highlights for them the instability and heterogeneity of the notion in 
general. Noel Carroll, for instance, gives us a sample list of all the differ
ent things we can mean by 'identificati?n' with characters: 

. . .  that we like the protagonist; that we recognize the circumstances 
of the protagonist to be significantly like those we have found or 
find ourselves in; that we sympathize with the protagonist; that we 
are one in interest, or feeling, or principle, or all of these with the 
protagonist; that we see the action unfolding in the fiction from the 
protagonist's point of view; that we share the protagonist's values; 
that, for the duration of our intercourse with the fiction, we are 
under the illusion that each of us somehow regards herself to be the 
protagonist. 184 
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If 'identification' is being used to cover all of these phenomena, plus 

the subconscious phenomenon that psychoanalytic film theorists are 
interested in, how useful can this term really be? This is only the first of 
Carroll's worries, however. He also argues that even if we can isolate a 
core meaning of the term, 'identification,' the phenomenon it refers to is 
not part - or not a significant part - of our cinematic experience. Carroll 
suggests that the core meaning of 'identification' concerns the viewer's 
duplication of a character's emotion through empathy but he denies that 
this regularly - perhaps ever - occurs. This is because, automatically, an 
actual person watching a film and a fictional character in the film stand 
in very different relations to the events of the story. For the character, 
those events are real and directly affect her fate. For the viewer, on the 
other hand, those events are fictional and the character's fate is part of a 
larger constructed whole. This means that even if the character and the 
viewer have the same kind of emotion, the viewer's response does not 
duplicate the character's because it takes a different object. So, for exam
ple, if both the viewer and the character experience fear, the viewer's fear 
is fear for the character whereas the character's fear is fear for himself. 
As well, the character's fear is fear of a personal threat whereas the view
er's fear is a fear of a threat to the character and may be mixed with other 
emotions that the character does not have like enjoyment or curiosity. 

Carroll's objections deserve our attention and further ahead we will 
consider how to respond to them. First, however, we can use these objec
tions to guide our analysis of identification. Carroll shows us that if we 
want to explain what we mean when we say things like, 'I could really 
identify with Erin Brockovitch,' or ' .  . . with Donnie Darko,' or '. . . 
with Atanarjuat the Fast Runner,' we will have to meet several require
ments. We have to ( 1 )  locate the core meaning of the term 'identification' ;  
(2) give a plausible account of this core meaning; and, (3) show that 
identification on this account is an important aspect of our engagement 
with film. 

Imaginative Identification 

In fact, the first of these requirements is easy to fulfil because we can 
agree with Carroll that the core sense of 'identification' has to do with 
emotional duplication or empathy. All of the philosophical accounts of 
identification that we will draw on in this chapter link identification and 
empathy. On its own, the idea of empathy as emotional duplication 
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sounds mysterious and unlikely. It is therefore unsurprising that Carroll 
would approach the whole question of identification with such scepti
cism. But with the right account of how empathy comes about, we 
can begin to appreciate the short-sightedness of Carroll's skepticism. 
Indeed, the rest of this section will show that the most substantial work 
to be done in giving a philosophical account of identification is in 
explaining the process behind empathy rather than empathy itself. 

Among those cognitive film theorists and philosophers who refuse 
to dismiss the notion, Richard Wollheim's account of central imagining 
is regarded as the best resource for understanding character identifica
tion. 1 8S According to Wollheim, there are two varieties of representa
tional imagining that can occur in any mode of perception - central and 
acentral imagining. In the visual mode, both central and acentral imagin
ing involve, not just imagining that you see something, but imagining 
seeing - or visualizing - it. The difference between central and acentral 
imagining is that central imagining involves imagining seeing from a 
certain point of view, whereas acentral imagining involves imagining 
seeing from no particular point of view - in other words, without the 
filter of a particular person's perspective. Thus, to use Wollheim's own 
example, suppose that while reading Gibbon's history of the Roman 
Empire you conjure up an image of the celebrated entry of Sultan 
Mahomet II into Constantinople. Either you can visualize the event 
acentrally - 'as stretched out, frieze-like, the far side of the invisible 
chasm of history' 1 86 - or you can visualize it centrally, from the perspec
tive of one of the participants - say, the Sultan himself. In the latter case, 
you are representing, for your own inner viewing pleasure, what the 
Sultan saw of the event. As long as you know enough about the Sultan 
(say, from Gibbon'S description) to infer how he would have experi
enced the event, you can centrally imagine the Sultan's (visual) experi
ence as though it were your own. 

Central imagining is thus imagining what another person is going 
through as though you are the other person. It is not that you are deluded 
about really being this person. It is just that, in imagination, you share 
the other person's experience. This helps us see why some philosophers 
and film theorists use Wollheim's account of central imagining to explain 
cinematic identification. Skeptics who argue that identification is not part 
of film engagement often take 'identification' literally and then point to 
difficulties with the idea of imagining oneself identical with another. 1 87 
Wollheim's account of central imagining lines up more closely with how 
we actually use the term 'identification' .  By 'identification' we mean, 
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not 'melding' with a character, but 'living ' with her: sharing her cares 
and coming to understand her in a particularly intimate way. 188 There are 
surely many things about another that we could only begin to understand 
by finding out, through an act of imagination, what it is like to have his 
point of view. In turn, the understanding that naturally accompanies 
central imagining breeds care and concern. 

Woll�eim's account of central imagining provides the beginnings of 
an explanation of the imaginative route to empathy. Having completed 
his description of central imagining, Wollheim sums up by listing what 
he takes to be the three essential features of this phenomenon: point of 
view, plenitude, and cogency. 1 89 The first of these features has already 
been mentioned. But what of plenitude and cogency? Plenitude describes 
the way that my imaginative project tends to develop a life of its own so 
that, by imagining doing and saying what the protagonist does and says, 
I naturally end up imagining thinking and feeling as she most likely 
thinks and feels. In turn, the cogency of central imaginings depends on 
their plenitude and describes their special psychic power: By imagining 
thinking and feeling as the character thinks and feels, there is every 
chance that I will be left in the condition - cognitive, conative, but 
particularly affective - in which the imagined mental states, were I actu
ally to have them, would leave me. This suggests that a particular kind of 
emotional state could follow from identification. More is needed, how
ever, to confirm that this state is empathetic. 

In his 'aspectual' account of empathetic identification, Berys Gaut 
provides this confirmation. 190 Gaut's account might be seen to follow 
from an explication of Wollheim's idea that central imagining involves 
imagining different components of another's experience - percepts, 
actions, thoughts, desires and feelings. Given the limits on just how 
much we can imagine in one instance, Gaut argues that identification is 
necessarily partial and can take several forms. Insofar as I can imagine 
perceiving, believing, desiring, or feeling what another perceives, 
believes, desires, or feels, I can achieve perceptual, epistemic, motiva
tional, or affective identification . The variety of forms that identification 
can take is limited only by the variety of aspects of another's experience 
I can imagine having. Moreover, different forms of identification can 
combine simultaneously as well as foster one another. 

Since some of our beliefs are perceptual, just by imagining perceiving 
what a character perceives, I achieve a degree of epistemic identifica
tion. As well, however, just like actual perceiving supports beliefs that 
are not just perceptual, so imagined perceiving supports imagined beliefs 
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that are not just perceptual. Once I have imagined seeing and believing 
what the character sees and believes, and given that the character's 
desires and emotions are based, in large part, on what he sees and 
believes, there is then every chance that I will also achieve some degree 
of motivational and affective identification with the character. But, as we 
know from Wollheim's emphasis on the feature of cogency, the course 
of my engagement need not end here. Gaut argues from common experi
ence that imagining feeling what the character feels can foster actually 
feeling what the character feels. Any emotion can be experienced empa
thetically just as long as it is someone else's in the first place. 

Empathetic Identification 

If empathy fundamentally involves imaginative identification, then we 
can appreciate that not every incidence of concurring emotion is going to 
count as empathy. I might happen to react in the same way to the same 
event as someone else - as is often the case with fans at a sporting event 
or members of a cinema audience. But this does not mean I am empathiz
ing with the other person. For empathy to occur, I have to respond in the 
same way as another because she responds that way. 1 9 1  There is thus a 
special relationship between my response and the response of whomever 
it is with whom I empathize. Fortunately, we already have the resources 
to explain this special relationship; namely, an account of imaginative 
identification. 

Insofar as empathy is not just the coincidence but the sharing of emo
tion, it requires the imaginative adoption of the grounds of another's 
emotion, or the particular experience and perspective which gives rise 
to just that emotion. For me to share Maria's fear of the bear, it is not that 
I have to be in the presence of the bear and judging the bear to be danger
ous. Then, presumably, I would be having my own fear but not sharing 
Maria's. Rather, I need to imaginatively adopt Maria's experience of 
the situation with the bear - her belief about the dangerousness of the 
bear; her desire to run from the bear, and, indeed, her feelings about 
the bear. If I can imaginatively adopt Maria's perspective in this way, and 
if affective identification tends to foster empathy, then the relationship 
between my response and Maria's would seem to be one of identity. 

This brings us to another important distinction: The distinction 
between empathy and sympathy. One handy way of explicating the dis
tinction is to say that empathy is feeling with a character and sympathy 
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is feeling for a character. Thus I can have the same kind of emotion both 
empathetic ally and sympathetically - I can be happy with you and for 
you. There is more to the distinction than this, however. A number of 
theorists have pointed out that empathy is a success term in a way that 
sympathy is not. 192 An empathetic emotion can only really be empathetic 
if the person with whom one empathizes is really feeling that emotion -
if you take someone to be feeling fear and thus feel fear yourself when, 
in fact, the other person is not feeling fear, then you have not suc
ceeded in empathizing with him. In contrast, whether or not I am 
mistaken about what the other is feeling - and even if the other is not 
feeling anything - I can have a sympathetic response to him. A sympa
thetic response does not depend on the other's actual emotion but on a 
concerned judgment of her situation. You fear for someone because you 
judge him to be in danger and this concerns you whether or not the 
person has realized the danger himself. 

Thus even though the terms, 'empathy' and 'sympathy' are often used 
loosely and interchangeably in everyday life, there is still a substantial 
distinction to be made between two categories of response to other, real 
and fictional, people. In fact, however, the tendency to use the terms 
rather loosely may be taken to reflect the way empathy can foster sympa
thy and sympathy can foster empathy. Gaut makes the point that, insofar 
as most people are concerned for themselves, by empathizing with some
one you may come to share her concern. 193 And as we have seen, 
sympathy depends on a concerned judgment of another. In addition, Gaut 
notes that by sympathizing with someone you may align yourself emo
tionally with him to the point that you end up empathizing as well . 194 

Now that we have an account of imaginative and empathetic identifi
cation, we can respond to Noel Carroll's objections to the possibility 
or likelihood of this phenomenon. Recall that Carroll argues that identi
fication cannot occur because emotional duplication cannot occur. And 
emotional duplication cannot occur because the viewer and the charac
ter stand in such different relations to the events of the story that their 
emotions, . even when they are of the same kind, are going to have a 
different scope and direction. 

What can we say to Carroll? First of all, we can say that his objec
tions have failed to engage with or even acknowledge the imaginative 
component of identification. Whatever Carroll has to say about emo
tional duplication or empathy does not touch the plausibility of central 
imagining. As a result of this oversight, however, Carroll's objections 
to empathy itself are undermined. Once you take into account the 
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imaginative activity behind empathy, emotional duplication suddenly 
makes sense. It is not, in fact, the case that the viewer's and the charac
ter's responses have a different direction and scope. When the viewer 
centrally imagines experiencing the story events as the character does, 
then the viewer's response is just like the character's - it is based on the 
same experience imaginatively realized. 195 

Of course, this response assumes that the emotional duplication that 
Carroll is objecting to is the kind based on imaginative identification. 
In the literature on empathy and identification, there are at least two 
other kinds of account of emotional duplication. The first deals with 
what is called affective mimicry. The second deals with a different imag
inative process than the one described above called simulation, which 
is thought to support shared responses. Affective mimicry involves an 
automatic response to the registering of emotional expression in others. 
Thus when I see a close-up on screen of someone crying, I may involun
tarily and unconsciously adopt a similar expression - my facial muscles 
tense in a certain way, my mouth turns downward, and so on. My expres
sion then has a 'feedback' effect: Suddenly I am feeling how I look. In 
other words, I end up mimicking in feeling what I have subconsciously 
taken to be expressed by the other person. 196 For this to occur, however, 
we don't need to know why the other person is feeling what they express. 
But many philosophers think that a feeling is not a full-fledged emotion 
unless it is felt for a reason. In other words, many philosophers think that 
emotions involve a feeling that is caused by having a certain conception 
of, or thought or belief about, one's situation. Thus, although my mim
icked state might feel like sadness, it is not sadness proper. Moreover, if 
this is right, we cannot really refer to affective mimicry as full emotional 
duplication or empathy. 

Simulation is a process of imaginatively 'trying on' another's beliefs, 
desires, or attitudes in order either to reach an understanding of her 
current behaviour or to predict her future behaviour. There are close par
allels between this kind of account and our account of central imagining, 
since, on both accounts, the imaginative adoption of another's perspec
tive leads to emotional engagement. Unfortunately, however, recent work 
in the philosophy of mind has cast significant doubt on whether simula
tion is really how we come to understand other people. Furthermore, 
whether in the context of fiction or real life, simulation only results in 
imagined and not real emotions, 197 and no explanation is given of the 
possibility of moving from imagined feeling to the actual feelings 
involved in an empathetic response. 
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If imaginative identification is the sole or primary route to empathetic 
engagement with film characters, then its significance is secured. How
ever, for some theorists, there is a further reason for attempting to resolve 
all the complications surrounding the notion of identification, and this 
is that an account can be given of the unique way that identification 
contributes to our understanding of characters and our own emotional 
respo�ses to characters. This is because imaginative identification allows 
us to adopt someone else's perspective and respond from that perspec
tive, thereby giving us some reflective distance on our own perspective 
and typical responses. 198 Although we do not have the space to fully 
explore this idea here, it is important to mention because it may help 
explain the observation we made at the beginning of the section - that the 
possibility of identification can make the difference between a good and 
a bad film. 

Not all good narrative films support identification, however. Indeed, 
some narrative films fail to support any kind of emotional engagement 
with characters. This may be because a film has no characters - as in the 
case of Koyaanisqatsi ( 1 983). It may also be because the characters 
a film does have are inaccessible and dispassionate - as in the case of 
The Man Who Wasn 't There (2001) .  The fact that such films can never
theless be intensely moving suggests that there is more to our felt 
engagement with film than our engagement with film characters. 

FILM FORM AND FEELING 

It is not surprising that so far most of the work on our felt engagement 
with film has focused on our responses to film characters and narrative 
content more generally. After all, Hollywood-style films tend to privilege 
character and narrative development. It is usually the actions of charac
ters that drive the plot forward, and our expectations about whether 
the characters will meet their goals determine how we make sense of 
the plot. These expectations also govern our appreciation of the film
makers' stylistic choices in terms of narrative significance. Nevertheless, 
while the focus on characters and content may be understandable, it is 
still unduly limiting. We not only respond to content but also to form or 
style, and sometimes we respond to form regardless of content. 

A film's camerawork, lighting, editing, mise en scene, music, and 
sound effects can be used to trigger emotional responses that, in turn, 

reinforce the significance of narrative events. But even when what is 
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depicted has little or no narrative significance, the way it is depicted 
can have an emotional effect - for example, in the way that rapidly 
changing light gradients can trigger an immediate response of fear. In 

general terms, however, responses to form alone still support responses 
to content because the consistency of our responses to characters can 
best be explained in terms of the emotive function of form. 

This brings us to what we shall call the consistency puzzle: How 
does a film reliably elicit the same responses from a diverse audience? In 

real life we do not expect this to happen. If, for example, a couple is 
arguing on a street comer, passers-by are likely to respond in any number 
of ways. Some of them may be annoyed at the disturbance; others may 
feel embarrassed for the couple; still others may feel sorry for one or 
both members of the couple. Each kind of response rests on a different 
interpretation of the event, influenced by the personality, background 
assumptions and life experience of the person passing by. 199 But imagine 
that you are watching the couple argue, not on the street corner but in a 
film. Now it seems that there is only one right way for everyone to 
respond and this is in fact the way that most of us do respond . How do 
we explain this difference? 

One way to solve the consistency puzzle involves an analysis of the 
way that films - particularly through their formal features - exploit or 
appropriate the function of emotions. Noel Carroll argues that in real 
life, emotional responses function to focus our attention on or make 
salient those aspects of our situation that are significant for our goals and 
interests. Films can take over this focusing function and thereby secure 
our attention in just the way required for a particular intended emotional 
response.200 Carroll is not alone in claiming that emotions have a focus
ing function. This claim is also made by theorists who emphasize the 
analogy between emotion and perception,201 and theorists who think of 
emotion as a physiological alerting mechanism.202 Moreover, from first 
reflection on our own emotional experience, it is not hard to see why this 
claim is commonly made. When I am afraid, I am automatically focused 
on what is frightening and therefore threatening about my situation. 
When I am angry, I am automatically focused on what is angering and 
therefore unjust about my situation. This suggests to Carroll that if a film 
can establish the right focus for a particular emotion, then most viewers 
will respond with just that emotion. 

In order to illustrate Carroll 's claim, let's return to the example of 
the arguing couple. In the film version of the argument, let's say we 
are meant to feel indignant on behalf of one member of the couple. 
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The film-makers will then have set things up so that our attention is 
drawn to the character's decency and how she is being unfairly treated. 
How the film-makers do this depends on a myriad choices about how to 
tell the story, who to choose for the role - perhaps an actor with an air of 
vulnerability or one who tends to play decent and sympathetic charac
ters, how to construct the dialogue, and how to shoot and edit the scene 
of the argument so as to favour one character - perhaps through the use 
of close-ups, gentler lighting, and musical punctuation. Whereas in real 
life, passers-by respond according to their own interpretations of the 
situation, in the film, viewers respond according to the film's inter
pretation of the situation. This interpretation is manifest in the film's 
formal features ;  in the way that the film works according to the stylistic 
choices of its makers. 

If we all have the same interpretation of the arguing couple, as a 
result of the way that our attention has been focused on certain aspects 
of the narrative, Carroll claims it is not surprising that we all tend to 
respond in the way that the film intends. Thus the consistency puzzle is 
solved. While this account is highly appealing, it seems to contain a 
lacuna. This is because no explanation is given of why it is that, just 
because emotions provide focus, when this role is taken over by a film, 
the focus provided causes an emotion. An emotion's cause and its func
tion are not one and the same, after all. But perhaps Carroll is simply 
relying on the fact that they are closely linked. The reason that emotions 
function as they do is in part because of the standard way that they come 
about. Thus, my anger is triggered by a perceived slight, but once it has 
been triggered, my anger serves to focus my attention on features of my 
situation which are relevant to having been slighted. If we are already 
focused on features of a film scene that are relevant to the standard 
trigger for a certain emotion, perhaps that emotion naturally tends to 
follow. Once completed, this kind of explanation could, in tum, complete 
Carroll's account. 

Another version of this solution to the consistency puzzle focuses, not 
on the function of episodic, object-oriented emotional responses, but on 
the function of moods that pervade a film or significant portions of a film. 
Greg Smith argues that it is only by creating a mood that a film can main
tain a consistent emotional appeal and reliably evoke the same emotional 
responses towards characters and events from different viewers.203 Mood, 
on Smith's account, is a long-lasting and low-level feeling-state orient
ing us towards stimuli for particular emotional responses that in tum 
sustain the mood. If I am in a fearful mood as I walk home on a dark 
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night, I am likely to notice frightening aspects of my environment - say, 
looming shadows and mysterious noises. In this way, the orientation of 
my mood makes me prone to respond with fear to a certain object, which 
in tum feeds back into my fearful mood and sustains it well past the 
subsidence of my particular fearful response. When I am in a fearful 
mood, I am not afraid of anything in particular from which I am moti
vated to flee or hide. But once I am interpreting my environment fearfully, 
I am more likely to have goal- and object-oriented responses of fear. 

Even if, as Smith implies, every emotionally appealing film must 
sustain a mood, different films or film genres can accomplish this in 
more or less nuanced ways. Most action-adventure films, for example, 
do not aim at emotional subtlety. The mood of a typical film in this genre 
tends to be overshadowed by dense, often redundant, and highly fore
grounded triggers or 'cues' for brief and focused emotional responses. 
At strategic moments in the film, there will be a cluster of emotional cues 
for, say, excitement and suspense - cues such as musical 'stingers ' (sud
den bursts of loud music) ,  rapid cross-cutting or tracking shots, expressive 
close-up shots, an increase in the intensity or contrast of light, and an 
increase in the pace of action or the animation of the characters. The 
moments at which these cue-clusters occur tend to be strategic for narra
tivereasons. Indeed, one way in which emotional cues can be foregrounded 
is by tying them to narrative and character development. Thus if we are 
anxious to see the action hero escape from some deathly predicament, 
our emotional involvement in the moment can be heightened by the use 
of particular stylistic devices. 

With his 'mood-cue approach' to solving the consistency puzzle, 
Smith also provides an explanation of how we come to share the overall 
feel of a film. Perhaps we are 'stirred up' by an action-adventure film 
such that we leave the cinema in an excitable mood. On Smith's account, 
this is likely to be the result of our having been cued at strategic points in 
the film to have particular emotional responses, which feed back into and 
sustain a particular mood. However, this leaves unanswered the question 
of how we catch the mood of a film in the first place for it then to be 
sustained by particular emotional responses. More importantly, it also 
leaves unanswered the question of why it is that subtle films with sparser 
and less foregrounded emotional cues - for example, Tokyo Story ( 1953) 

- are often the ones most likely to leave us in a certain mood. Part of an 
explanation could be that when we are not being bombarded by densely 
foregrounded emotional cues, we are better able to appreciate the mood 
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behind the cues. But this does not explain why noticing the mood of a 
film makes it more likely for us to take up that mood. 

Perhaps the mechanism involved is similar to the one involved in 
aspectual identification with characters: Insofar as the mood of a film is 
partly a matter of an attitude or point of view expressed in the overall 
look (and sound) of the film, we can take up this attitude in imagination 
and thus come to share the feeling that it involves. On the other hand, 
perhaps the mechanism involved is more visceral and automatic, involv
ing less cognitive processing than identification. We will not decide this 
issue here, but it is certainly worth further thought and discussion as to 
how films not only stir us up in the moment but also have more lasting 
emotional effects. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This brings us to the end of our critical survey of philosophical issues to 
do with film and feeling. Here is what we have covered along the way: 

1 .  A sketch of the traditional philosophical debate about the nature of 
emotions, and the recent move to more unified study of the full range 
of felt responses. 

2. Solutions to the paradox of fiction, or how we can respond with genu
ine emotion to what we know is not real. 

3. Solutions to the paradox of horror, or how we can enjoy the un-enjoy
able emotions of fear and disgust in the context of horror fiction. 

4. An acknowledgment of the fact that, despite theoretical suspicion of 
the notion, identification comes up regularly in ordinary discussions 
about the films we watch. 

5 .  Metz's psychoanalytic account of primary identification with the 
camera which fails to capture the notion of identification invoked in 
ordinary discussions. 

6. An alternative account of identification as a particular kind of imagi
native activity which may also provide a unique form of insight into 
our own and others' responses. 

7. The possibility of empathy, and not just sympathy, with film charac
ters through imaginative identification. 

8. The implications of our responsiveness to film form for the consist
ency of our responses to content. 
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We were able to proceed with our survey of film and feeling once we 
had determined that a solution to the paradox of fiction will likely follow 
from a deeper understanding of the nature of emotion. A solution to the 
paradox of horror also seems to depend on such an understanding, and in 
particular, on an understanding of what makes negative emotions nega
tive such that they can still be enjoyed. There may be less reason, 
however, for thinking that the paradox of horror is really a paradox, given 
that it is unclear even for the greatest horror buff what he is really enjoy
ing. Since horror films seem to be a case where our emotional responses 
duplicate the characters' ,  this led us into a discussion of identification 
and empathy. We saw how the psychoanalytic notion of identification is 
distinct from the commonsense notion, but that if we account for identi
fication as an imaginative activity, the possibility of duplicating a 
character's emotion becomes intelligible. Finally, by moving beyond the 
emotional appeal of characters, we discovered that this appeal is best 
explained in terms of the overall emotive structure of a film. 

Perhaps this brings us as far as we can go with general theory, and 
what remains is close analysis of the effects of particular films. Such an 
analysis would surely give us an even greater appreciation of the extent 
to which film media are media of feeling. 
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CHAPTER I :  F ILM AS AN ART 

1 These principles reflect the general anti-mimetic view that came to dominate 

the art world after the advent of non-objective painting. At that time, many 

critics and artists saw photography and film as liberating painting from the 

task of imitation. By completing this task mechanically, however, film and 

photography take the artistry out of the traditional aims of art. 

2 Scruton ( 1 995). 

3 Ibid. ,  89. 

4 King ( 1 995). 

5 This point is developed by Gaut (2002) in an extremely useful critique of 

Scruton. 

6 King ( 1 995: 1 1 8-20). 

7 Arnheim ( 1 957: 1 2). 

8 Ibid. ,  26. 

9 Ibid., 14. 

10 Ibid., 16-17 .  

1 1  Ibid. , 27-28 

12 See Carroll ( 1988a: 58-70) for an assessment of Arnheim's ideas about art 

and expression. 

13 Arnheim ( 1 957: 35). 

14 Ibid., 58. 

15 For more examples of this kind, see Ibid., 60-64. 

16 Arnheim's general point about the expressive use of the frame is illustrated in 

this way by Carroll in his ( 1988a: 41-42). 

17 Arnheim's contemporaries, the Soviet-montage theorists, were particularly 

interested in the way that editing, or montage, can create artistic meaning and 

expression. For more on this, see Chapter 4. 

1 8  Again, see Carroll ( 1988a: 58-75) for a critique of Arnheim's views on 

expression. 

19 Arnheim ( 1 957: 106). 

20 See Sesonske ( 1 973), ( 1974), and ( 1980). 

2 1  Sesonske ( 1 974 : 52-53). 

22 Ibid., 54. 
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NOTES 

23 Talk of a film 'representing space and time' is really just shorthand for saying 

that a film represents the spatial and temporal relations between objects and 

events. As well, talk of motion in film may or may not be literal, since there 

is an ongoing debate about whether the motion we see on screen is real or 

illusory. To learn about this debate, see Chapter 2. 

24 Sesonske ( 1 974: 54). 

25 Ibid. ,  54-56. 

26 Ibid., 56-57. 

27 Ibid. ,  57. 

28 This point is also made by Carroll in his ( 1988a: 3 1-32). 

CHAPTER 2: REALISM 

29 For example, Carroll, in his ( 1988a: 94), assigns singular importance to 

Bazin. Andrew Sarris, whose version of auteur theory we will consider in 

Chapter 3, also described Bazin as 'the greatest film critic who ever lived' .  

3 0  Walton ( 1 984). 

3 1  Currie ( 1995a). 

32 In his Philosophy of Motion Pictures (2008), Carroll gives a definition of film 

as an art form partly in terms of the technical possibility of the 'promotion of 

the impression of motion' (73). 

33 Bazin ( 1967). 

34 This useful summary list is provided by Carroll in his ( 1988a: 105-6). 

35 Bazin ( 1 967: 1 3-14). 

36 Ibid., 14. 

37 Ibid., 14-15 .  

38 Ibid. ,  1 5 .  

39 Ibid., 14 .  

40 In Carroll ( 1988a: 147-48). 

41  Currie ( 1 995a: 75-76). 

42 Walton ( 1984: 250-5 1 ) .  

43  Bazin ( 1967: 14). 

44 Walton ( 1984: 252). 

45 Ibid., 261 .  

46 Currie ( l 995a: 55). 

47 Walton ( 1 984: 270). 

48 Ibid . •  270-7 1 .  

49 In particular. Currie ( 1995a) and Martin ( 1 986) . 

50 Currie ( 1995a). chapter 3 .  

5 1  Friday ( 1 996). 

52 A theory according to which our everyday thought in some area has been taint

ed by a mistaken philosophical view such that it involves systematic errors. 
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NOTES 

53 The image that is made visible on a film screen or on photographic paper 

is a real image whereas an image in a (flat) mirror is a virtual image. In the 

photographic image, the rays of light are brought to a focus at the position of 

the image. The mirror-image, on the other hand, is made by rays of light that 

do not come from where the image seems to be. If I am standing two feet in 

front of a mirror, my image will appear 4 feet rather than 2 feet away from 

me - that is, 2 feet behind or inside the mirror. 

54 Warburton ( 1988). 

55 Walton ( 1997). 

56 Friday ( 1996: 36). 

57 Ibid., 39-40. 

58 Many of the key features of Currie's account, including the notion of our 

'recognitional capacities,' are drawn from the work of Flint Shier. See Shier 

( 1 986), particularly section 9.3. 

59 Currie ( 1 995a: 82-83). 

60 Ibid., 83. 

61  Ibid. ,  85. 

62 Ibid., 100. 

63 Ibid. ,  107. 

64 This may be an over-simplified account of projection, since each image is 

often projected multiple times to reduce the flicker effect. 

65 In what follows, I will refer to a particular article - Currie ( 1996) - which 

most fully presents Currie's account. Currie also discusses his account in the 

first chapter of his ( 1995a), and in the second section of his ( 1 997). 

66 Carroll (2008 : 87-93). 

67 In Adelson's checker shadow illusion, for example, we are shown an image 

of what appears to be a black and white checker-board with a green cylinder 

resting on it that casts a shadow diagonally across the middle of the board. 

The black and white squares are actually different shades of grey. The image 

has been constructed so that 'white' squares in the shadow, one of which is 

labelled 'B,' are actually the exact same grey value as 'black' squares out

side the shadow, one of which is labelled 'A' . The illusion created is that the 

squares A and B are different colours (or shades). 

1 3 1  



68 Currie ( 1 996: 336). 

69 Ibid. , 248. 

70 Kania (2002: 248).  

71 Ibid. ,  249. 

72 Ibid. 

73 Ibid. ,  25 1 . 
74 Ibid. 

75 Carroll (2008 : 92). 

76 Currie ( 1 996: 326). 

NOTES 

CHAPTER 3: AUTHORSHIP  

7 7  Quoted by S tarn  (2000: 85). 

78 Livingston (2005 : 68-69). Practically the same definition is given by 

Livingston in an earlier essay, ( 1 997). 

79 Livingston (2005 : 73). 

80 Livingston ( 1 997: 1 36). 

81 Ibid., 1 35 .  

82  Livingston discusses in  detail the conditions on  joint authorship in  his 

(2005 : 75-89). 

83 Livingston ( 1 997 : 135). 

84 Nehamas ( 1 986: 689). 

85 Livingston ( 1 997: 1 37). Given the variety of film-screening technologies, 

the current form of this definition may be too limited. Not all screened 

films are projected - films shown on television usually are not, for example. 

Nevertheless, there seems no reason why Livingston's definition could not 

be modified to accommodate technological variation. 

86 Livingston ( 1 997: 143-44). 

87 Livingston (2005: 88). 

88 Gaut ( 1 997 : 1 57). 

89 Gaut ( 1 997: 1 57-58). 

90 Wollen ( 1972a). 

9 1  Ibid., 1 7 1-72. 

92 Livingston ( 1 997 : 145-46). 

93 Sarris ( 1962/63: 105).  

94 Ibid. ,  107 .  

95 Kael ( 1 965). 

96 Ibid. ,  298. 

97 Ibid., 304. 
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NOTES 

CHAPTER 4: THE LANGUAGE OF FILM 

98 As with the following examples: Spottiswoode ( 1 950); and, Arijon ( 1 976). 

99 As with the following examples: Monaco (2000); and, McDonald (2005) .  

100 Goodman ( 1 976). 

1 0 1  Metz ( 1974b: 92). 

102 Ibid. ,  1 07. 

r03 Currie ( 1 995a: 1 1 7- 1 8) .  

104 Pudovkin ( 1 958: 12 1 ) .  

105 Ibid. ,  24. 

106 Metz ( 1974a: 67). 

107 Metz ( 1 974c: 1 15).  

1 08 Eisenstein ( 1 957: 29-30). 

109 Metz ( 1 974a: 46) . 

1 10 Guzzetti ( 1 985: 1 77-93). 

I I I  Semiotic theorists can be called semiologists, semioticists, or semioticians. 

Given that 'semiologist' is often reserved for theorists working strictly in 

the tradition of Saussure, and given that 'semioticist' is the least common of 

the three terms, I prefer 'semiotician' .  

1 1 2 Harman ( 1 999: 92-93). 

1 1 3 Wollen ( 1 972b: 1 55) .  

1 14 Quoted by Harman in his ( 1 999: 95). 

1 1 5 Ibid., 96. 

1 16 Currie ( 1 995a: 12 1-22) . 

1 17 See, for example, Eco ( 1 985). 

1 1 8 The comparison between sentential connectives and shot/reverse-shot edit

ing is made by Currie in his (2006: 97-98). 

1 19 Currie ( 1 995a: 1 35-36). 

CHAPTER 5: NARRATION IN THE FICTION FILM 

1 20 For a useful overview of the nature and value of narrative, see Livingston 

(2001) .  

1 2 1  Arguably, stories are not so  much told in  theatre performance as  enacted. 

The fact remains, however, that narrative communication in theatre, as in 

film, is both visual and verbal. 

1 22 See Kawin ( 1 978). 

1 23 See Wilson ( 1 997a: 295-3 1 8).  

1 24 Ibid., 3 1 0-1 1 .  

1 25 See Chatman ( 1 990). 
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NOTES 

1 26 See Gaut (2004). It is also called the analytical argument by Kania in his 

(2005). 

127 A version of this argument is put forward by Levinson in his ( 1 996). 

128 In fact, it is not clear that the narrator is always on the same ontological 

level as the fictional characters and events. An omniscient narrator may be 

considered to be 'outside' the story she is narrating even though she is still 

considered to be a fictional agent, part of the work of fiction. 

129 These objections to the argument from means of access are made by Kania 

in his (2005). 

1 30 See Wilson ( 1 997a: 298-300). 

1 3 1  Wolterstorff ( 1980: 172). 

1 32 For seminal work in the debate about fiction, see Lewis ( 1 978) and Searle 

( 1 979). 

133  Currie ( 1995b) . 

1 34 Bordwell ( 1 985: 62). 

1 35 For a detailed introduction to the history and views of the group, see Erlich 

( 1 98 1) .  

1 36 Bordwell ( 1 985: 49-5 1) .  

1 37 Ibid., 33-47. 

CHAPTER 6: THE THINKING VIEWER 

1 38 Bordwell ( 1 985). 

1 39 Bordwell ( 1 989: 8). 

140 Ibid. ,  8-9. 

141  Wilson ( 1997b). 

142 Bordwell ( 1 985: 3 1 ). 

143 Ibid., 32. 

144 Ibid.,  1 02. 

145 This is suggested by Gaut in his ( 1 995). 

146 Bordwell ( 1 989: 1 33).  

147 Ibid., 3 .  

148 Bordwell and Thompson ( 1 979: 1 1 9). 

149 Gaut uses this example in his ( 1 995 : 1 8). 

1 50 See Bordwell 2008. 

1 5 1  The idea that the film viewer's search for narrative significance involves 

the framing and answering of questions is elaborated in a different context 

by Noel Carroll. According to Carroll, the basic structure of the most com

mon form of film narrative is best conceived of as a network of questions 

and answers. Thus we can understand why a certain scene in a film follows 

another scene if we think of the earlier scene generating a question about 
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NOTES 

the narrative action that the later scene goes on to answer. For a -detailed 

discussion of Carroll's 'erotetic' model of movie narration, see his ( 1988b) 

and his (2008).  

1 52 Carroll first develops his theory of film evaluation in his (2003) and then 

refines his argument for the theory in chapter 7 of his (2008). 

153 Carroll (2003 : 147--48). 

1 54 Here Carroll is drawing on Walton ( 1 970) in which Walton argues that a 

work's aesthetic properties are to be found in a work when we perceive the 

work in the correct category. Carroll appropriates three of the four kinds of 

reasons that Walton gives for a correct categorization. The fourth kind of 

reason given by Walton that Carroll ignores has to do with a work providing 

the best kind of experience when perceived in a certain category. 

1 55 Carroll (2003 : 1 59--60). 

1 56 See Freeland (2006) for some objections that Carroll does not anticipate in 

his earlier account of film evaluation, (2003), but which he then addresses 

in his most recent account, (2008: 2 1 3· 1 7) .  

1 57 Carroll (2008: 2 1 3). 

158 Ibid. , 219 .  

1 59 Ibid., 220-21 .  

1 60 Ibid., 223. 

1 6 1  Gaut ( 1 995: 21-22) . 

1 62 Perkins ( 1 993: 1 20). 

1 63 Ibid. , 1 3 1 .  

1 64 Ibid. ,  1 24-27. 

165 Ibid. ,  1 90. 

CHAPTER 7: THE FEELING FILM VIEWER 

166 For a recent perceptual theory of emotion, see Prinz (2004). Roberts, in his 

(2003), characterizes emotions in terms of construal, which is analogous to 

the phenomenon of seeing-as. De Sousa, in his ( 1 987), characterizes emo

tions as ways of seeing that precede the formation of beliefs and desires. 

167 See, for example, Robinson (2005).  

168 Alternatively, the paradox can be expressed, not in terms of how genuine 

emotions can be evoked by fiction, but in terms of whether responses to 

fiction really count as cases of genuine emotion. See Walton ( 1990: 1 97), 

Matravers ( 1 998), and Neill ( 1 995). 

169 For example, Radford has a whole series of articles on the irrationality of 

our responses to fictions, beginning with his ( 1 975). 

170 The idea that we somehow suspend belief in the context of fiction can be 

attributed to Coleridge, although he talked about suspending disbelief, 
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meaning a belief in something that is not the case - that is, the reality of 

fiction. See his ( 1 95 1 ) . Carroll discusses the suspension of (dis)belief in 

his ( 1 990). 

1 7 1  See Walton ( 1 990: 195-204, 241-55) for a famous version of this solution 

that appeals to the notion of make-believe. 

172 See Lamarque ( 1 98 1 )  as well as Carroll ( 1 990: 79-88). 

1 73 This and other objections are made by Walton in his ( 1 990: 202-3) .  

174 See Carroll ( 1990) for a definition of the horror genre in terms of fear and 

disgust felt towards monsters. 

175 This is the solution proposed by Carroll in his ( 1 990: 1 58-95). 

1 76 This expressivist solution is described though not endorsed by Gaut in his 

( 1 993). 

177 Versions of the control solution are developed in Eaton ( 1982) and in 

Morreall ( 1 985). 

178 This example is adapted from Gaut ( 1 993: 339). 

1 79 See Gaut ( 1 993). 

1 80 See Carroll (2008) for an account of our engagement with film charac

ters that takes a different focus. In chapter 6, Carroll argues that sympathy 

'constitutes the major emotive cement between audiences and the pertinent 

movie characters' ( 1 78). 

1 8 1  Mulvey (2000). 

1 82 Metz's account of cinematic identification is developed in his ( 1982). For 

a helpful explication and critique of this account, see chapter 1 of Carroll 

( 1988a). 

1 83 Another reason to worry about the psychoanalytic account is that it implies 

that cinematic identification is pathological and thus undesirable or even 
) 

dangerous. This implication springs from the fact that the viewer who iden-

tifies, according to Lacanian-inspired film theorists, is also a fetishist and a 

voyeur. According to Metz, the viewer fetishizes the material design of the 

film to compensate for the absence of what she is in fact most interested 

in; namely, what is shown on screen. Given this absence, there is no pos

sibility of involvement with or detection by the film characters: The viewer 

becomes a passive and rather sneaky spectator - in other words, a voyeur. 

1 84 Carroll ( 1 990: 89). 

1 85 See Wollheim ( 1984). 

1 86 Ibid., 72. 

1 87 See, for example, Carroll ( 1 990: 88-96). 

1 88 This kind of 'internal' understanding is discussed in Kieran ( 1996) and in 

Neill ( 1996). 

189 Wollheim ( 1984: 79-80). 

190 See Gaut ( 1 999), particularly 206-16.  

19 1  This point is made by Neill in his ( 1 996). 
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192 These theorists include Feagin ( 1 988) and Neill ( 1 996). 

193 Gaut ( 1 999: 207). 

1 94 Ibid.,  2 1 1 .  

195 The same kind of response to Carroll is given by Gaut in his ( 1999: 207-8). 

1 96 See Smith ( 1 995 : 98-101 ). 

197 See Feagin ( 1 988). 

198 Both Neill, in his ( 1 996), and Gaut, in his ( 1999), discuss the link between 

identification and understanding. 

1 99 This example is adapted from Carroll (2008 : 1 56-7). 

200 See, once again, chapter 6 of Carroll (2008). 

201 See, again, de Sousa ( 1 987) and Roberts (2003). 

202 This is a common view among psychologists and evolutionary biologists 

but it is also shared by Robinson (2005) .  

203 See Smith ( 1 999) and (2003). 
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