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Abstract: 

 

The subject of the doctoral dissertation is the analysis of contemporary 

trends in continental philosophical thought about cinema, which chose Gilles 

Deleuze’s theoretical thought as the point of inspiration and critical reflection. 

The work of the French author (Cinema 1. Movement-image, Cinema 2. Time-

image) is an important turning point in the history of philosophically oriented 

film thought, at the same time being the last complete philosophical reflection on 

cinema and a synthesis of the most influential trends in post-war European 

thought (postmodernism, phenomenology, Marxism, structuralism, semiotics). On 

the one hand, it is an exhaustive summary (from the theoretical and film 

perspective) of the most important tendencies and issues of twentieth-century 

continental philosophy, and on the other hand, it is an excellent starting point for 

further reflection and opens the field for new ways of conceptualizing moving 

images. Drawing inspirations from Cinema books, the authors whose theories I 

will introduce and juxtapose (Giorgio Agamben, Jacques Rancière, Alain 

Badiou), in various ways try to work through Deleuzian ideas creatively and 

critically in order to propose their own philosophical reflections on cinema. 

The attempt of the thesis is to precisely define and determine the 

fundamental assumptions of the philosophical trend of the ‘post-Deleuzian’ 

theoretical and cinematic thought along with establishing its genesis and 

directions in which it evolved. Its main goal is to outline the development trends 

and define the contemporary condition of the philosophical attitude towards 

cinema, which has developed in a dispersed form over the last decades of the 20th 

and the beginning of the 21st century among the above-mentioned authors. On 

the premises of their philosophical projects the main hypothesis will be defended 

that is organized around the ability to form a contemporary, critical trend in film 

philosophy that progresses from Deleuzian ideas and tackles postmodernism by 

rejecting its legacy and suggesting new metaphysical projects to replace it. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Introduction to the topic, guiding hypothesis, study background 

 

 

The subject of this dissertation is the identification and characterization of 

recent trends and tendencies in the contemporary philosophy of cinema that 

derives from the critical tradition of Continental thought. The main goal around 

which the argument is built is to propose a coherent definition, descriptive 

features and a community of goals and approaches for today’s achievements in 

the field of critically oriented film philosophy by collating, comparing and 

synthesizing the thoughts of its most important representatives. 

 The difficulty of conducting such a vast academic endeavour is related to 

the fact that the authors whose academic achievements fit in with the above-

defined category do not openly declare their unequivocal affiliation to any 

tradition and avoid defining themselves in relation to a particular philosophical 

school or trend. What is more, each of them, following individually designated 

conceptual paths and drawing inspiration from a multitude of different sources, 

constantly strives to develop their own philosophical apparatus, which is used to 

creatively solve the undertaken problems as well as to create new ones, both in 

the field of art, cinema and broadly understood philosophy. Nevertheless, in this 

work a research hypothesis was put forward, assuming that contemporary, 

scattered and fragmentary philosophies of cinema, having their foundations in the 

critical tradition and broadly understood leftist thought, are linked by a large 

number of similarities and common assumptions to give grounds for talking about 

them in terms of a consistent trend and identity of aspirations. Leftism in this 

context can be defined in relation to social, political, and economic equality and a 

sensitivity towards redefining existing hierarchies within social field that 

contribute to injustice, power structure, inequalities.  

Proponents of the leftist doctrine undermine the inherent and natural 

nature of social differences, while emphasizing that equality is one of the most 

important values. It also implies the involvement of the left in reducing property, 

social and cultural differences. The Left is in favour of increasing the rights of 
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women and various types of minorities (including sexual minorities), 

counteracting social discrimination, as well as social aid (as part of equal 

opportunities) for poorer youth (through appropriate scholarship programs), the 

disadvantaged, the unemployed and the poorest. The leftist doctrines put the 

postulate of social justice in the foreground. Large disproportions in the standard 

of living of citizens are attributed to a defective and unjust legal system and 

property relations, which, instead of eliminating them, deepen the differences. In 

a nutshell, the left wing advocates an increased participation of the state in the 

economic sphere due to the insufficiency and often injustice of the existing free-

market mechanisms, and supports a progressive policy implemented regardless of 

traditions. Although this dissertation treats predominately about cinema and the 

philosophy of film, it will become clear how the above concepts and approaches 

towards leftist, critical thought can be extracted through thinking about/and with 

cinema.  

 The main representatives of the phenomenon defined in this work, whose 

works are devoted to the following chapters of the thesis, are: Gilles Deleuze, 

Giorgio Agamben, Jacques Rancière and Alain Badiou. They all come from 

the same tradition of post-war Continental philosophy (predominately French), 

drawing numerous inspirations from the dominant trends and philosophical 

schools at that time: structuralism, post-structuralism, Marxism, hermeneutics, 

and psychoanalysis. Each of them, too, initially influenced by one or more of the 

traditions mentioned above, with the passage of time departed from the dogmas 

and ideas in which their thought matured in order to begin searching for their own 

individual paths of thinking in a gesture of polemic, critical development or 

resistance. 

 While the first of the above-mentioned thinkers was presented in the thesis 

as the founder of the proposed trend, the main binder, the condition of its 

existence and the key source of inspiration for its future representatives, the 

remaining three, a generation younger than him, still alive and professionally 

active, were presented as the continuators and critics of his philosophical thought. 

By engaging in reflection on cinema in a gesture of polemics, development and 

rewriting of the Deleuzian film thought, they modified it in various ways, 

creatively exceeding the theses contained therein as part of building their own 

critical projects concerning the subject of cinema.  
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By outlining the similarities and differences between all the thinkers 

mentioned above, both in terms of the identity of inspirations, the community of 

the philosophical approaches, the concepts constructed and used, and the entire 

set of ambitions and goals of their original projects, the trend defined in this work 

will appear as coherent and valid. Although in the spirit of thinking in a 

postdisciplinary manner, it will go beyond the boundaries of one academic 

discipline, one source of inspiration or one philosophical topic. This is precisely 

why we can no longer talk about interdisciplinarity and turn to postdisciplinarity. 

Interdisciplinarity was oriented towards operating within existing disciplines, 

fields of study, artistic styles in order to borrow from them selected approaches, 

tools, methodological ideas. At the same time the existing boundaries and 

hierarchies that have historically separated various areas of knowledge, 

disciplines and human activities are preserved and reaffirmed. Postdisciplinarity 

takes a turn towards redefining existing disciplines by questioning the idea of the 

exiting divisions as such. Postdisciplinarity is the interpenetration of theoretical 

models and research directions within the humanities, which creates a completely 

new academic quality that does not simply happen as a result of merging two or 

more disciplines but is a result of redefining and abandoning the existing 

divisions that defined the separated areas of human knowledge and experience.  

 

The very gesture of turning to postdisciplinarity, which is a symptom of a 

broader shift in the contemporary humanities, the description of which will 

become one of the side topics of the dissertation, to put it simply, it results from a 

change in the understanding of truth in the field of humanities. It is about a shift 

towards an emphasis on the essence of contexts and conditions that enable the 

existence of truths and theories, and on the historically contractual nature of 

truths expressed through language – be it academic or colloquial (Rorty, 1982, p. 

160-175). The authors whose thoughts will be discussed in the following chapters 

of the work are not concerned with the postmodern relativism described and 

presented by Richard Rorty in the work Consequences of Pragmatism, in which 

postdisciplinarity appears as the aftermath of thinking about truth in its total 

conventionality, constructivist character and dependence on language and what is 

symbolic – developed by a human mind in the course of history. As it will be 

shown, one of the key endeavours of contemporary critical philosophers is to 
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depart from postmodern dogmas and claims about relativism and the symbolic 

(linguistic) character of such universal, philosophical concepts as truth, beauty, 

essence, goodness. 

As art typically relates to the existing archetypes, cinema does so too in its 

individual way and like other arts cannot be separated from the concepts of ethics, 

aesthetics, and truth. These concepts, redefined throughout the thesis, will show 

how they are fundamental in grasping what contemporary philosophical approach 

towards cinema is as their definitions will show how philosophical thought in the 

previous century either gave up on building their meanings or decided to 

deconstruct them and play with the tools (language, images) that can contribute to 

construct their meanings. Cinema will be presented here as an art practice and 

philosophical partner that can open us to new possibilities to critical expression, 

artistic representation and definitions of ethics, aesthetics and truth.  

 The essence of establishing the identity of the thoughts of the cited 

authors as a uniform descriptive definition is to show the shift present in the field 

of the entire humanities and contemporary philosophy of cinema, which took 

place over the last two decades and is still being developed and modified till 

today. Its guiding principle, in a general simplification, is to depart from the 

theses of the philosophy of postmodernism with its critical, deconstructive 

methods of enquiry and to propose a strategy of positively and constructively 

oriented thought projects for the purpose of rebuilding the basic metaphysical 

categories that were deconstructed in the last century, inappropriately defined, 

according to contemporary philosophers, or completely negated and overlooked 

by philosophers. To put all the necessary qualities of postmodernism, we can base 

our understanding on the following definition: “postmodern style is often 

characterized by eclecticism, digression, collage, pastiche, irony, the return of 

ornament and historical reference, and the appropriation of popular media” 

(Waugh, 1992, p. 43). 

These categories, which also consist the conceptual pillars on which the 

new proposals for the critical philosophical approaches to cinema were created, 

include, among others: subjectivity, community, history, essence, truth, 

aesthetics, politics, ethics, narration, dialectics and love. It is around these 

very key concepts that today philosophical battles are fought to include cinema in 

its critical potential, to provide artistic practice with a new, possible conceptual 
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background, research methods and tools for creating, understanding and 

experiencing art. Introducing them to the realm of film philosophy studies 

becomes the result of the desire to restore and rebuild the possible meanings of 

the concept of subjectivity in its political and ethical dimensions that open up to 

new definitions after postmodernism.  

This is an important shift in critical thinking from Deleuze to the present, 

as well as the basic condition for the possibility of proposing a category of a 

trend. Its representatives will also be presented with reference to the long 

abandoned, and omitted in the field of humanities, issues of the nature and 

essence of cinema, presenting them not so much from an aesthetic perspective – 

as Gilles Deleuze did – but from a subjective one, which results from political 

and ethical deliberations. For all contemporary critical philosophers, navigating 

this constellation of a triad of concepts – politics, ethics, and aesthetics – will 

prove to be the main binder, both within their individual thought projects and 

among themselves. 

 The turn itself, which was proposed in the dissertation, has not been fully 

identified as such in the academic literature, including film studies, and its 

consequences have not yet been fully discovered and exploited, either in the 

academic, artistic or film practice field. Recognizing both the nature of this turn 

and highlighting the consequences that it may have will help to better understand 

the connections that have started to form between radical, critical philosophical 

thought and its involvement in thinking about cinema, experiencing films and 

making them. Only establishing these connections will be able to open up a new 

understanding of the possible relationship between philosophy and cinema, 

radical critical thought and the practice of creating artistic, narrative film images. 

Difficulties in this matter are caused by the fact that philosophical ideas 

are untranslatable into the language of art, or, in other words, by the irreducible 

difference between the creation of philosophical concepts, expressed in thoughts 

and language, and the creations of filmmakers, expressed in images, editing or 

film means of artistic expression. As Deleuze has put it, “it is not sufficient to 

compare the great directors of the cinema with painters, architects or even 

musicians. They must also be compared with thinkers. They think with 

movement-images and time-images instead of concepts.” (Deleuze, 1983, p. 1). 

As it will turn out, however, the way this difference is treated by today’s 
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European thinkers underlies a new philosophical quality that has changed its turn 

since modernism or postmodernism.  

On the one hand, this new quality has abandoned lamentation, pessimism, 

a sense of lack or tragic impossibility (of language, expression, naming), and on 

the other hand, cynicism, negation, abandonment of truth, relativity and play, in 

order to build the premises of positive, metaphysical projects on the foundations 

of essentially different philosophical practices. They can be comprehended in 

terms of desiring to go across and beyond what the philosophical discourses of 

the last century proposed to us. In other words, it is about creating a philosophy 

after what has already happened (especially after postmodernism) that would 

allow us to get out of the opposition and negation that have determined the nature 

of the linear development of Western philosophy to this day. This work will also 

take a look at how such thinking is possible and to what extent such radically 

defined philosophical projects can be applied in thinking about cinema and its 

creation.  

Although the introduced contemporary philosophers have direct links to 

Marxist philosophy, both through direct link with Marx or through the 

philosophers who redefined Marxism in the last century (Althusser, Benjamin, 

Adorno, Foucault), we can experience how they shift from materialism towards 

more metaphysically understood philosophical thought. The key concept that can 

highlight that shift is dialectics and its new understanding for the philosophers 

(including Deleuze). To grasp in in a general manner, all of them are against 

classically defined dialectics, and are either openly critical towards Hegelian 

understanding of the term (Deleuze) or introduce its new meanings through 

individually proposed concepts (potentiality, aesthetic regime, means without 

end, distribution of the sensible). Their understanding of dialectics escapes from 

material approach, where the laws of constructing dialectics would be subjected 

to binary opposed elements/forces, linear progression and generally speaking, 

material aspects of our reality would serve as foundations for more complex and 

sophisticated human relations, political systems, power structures, etc. Their 

projects can be defined as metaphysical as they question the existing definitions 

and understandings of how material world is constructed and turn to what is 

beyond/above material world to express the need to search for the places where 

material world is produced and reproduced. As it will become clear throughout 
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the progression of the arguments in the thesis, the key concepts that the 

philosophers construct and use do not define the reality, cinema, or images, but 

aim at grasping the places where the material (sensual, physical) reality is formed. 

In this sense, all three contemporary philosophers follow Deleuzian thought with 

its key terms such as: virtuality, plane of existence, rhizome, schizoanalysis. 

The aim of the thesis is also to create a clear map of philosophical 

positions that could potentially serve as a useful source of knowledge for 

theoreticians, artists, critics, spectators and filmmakers who look for new research 

tools, means of artistic expression and critical theoretical background for talking 

about cinema and its creation. Thus, as a consequence of the assumptions 

illustrated above, this philosophical map cannot be a ready-made set of tools that 

can be simply and directly translated into thinking about films or making them. 

The effect of a philosophical, conceptual reflection on cinema is a rethinking 

gesture of the philosophical dimensions of cinema and the senses of the concepts 

that create them. The reflection on both sides of the considerations must 

necessarily remain at an abstract, conceptual level with its potential, and not 

prepared and given, use.  

The essence of the conveyed content is to focus primarily on the aspect of 

new thinking what cinema is and can be, how it creates thoughts in its own 

individual way and conditions experiences through the forms and means of 

expression at its disposal and which determine its essence. Hence, this 

dissertation puts more emphasis on the philosophical, conceptual side of the 

discussed trend, limiting the citation of film examples to the necessary minimum, 

where philosophical, and not analytical or theoretical, approach requires clear 

visual illustration. This is due to the fact that many of the concepts discussed in 

the work are very new and have not yet found actual references in film practice, 

or their philosophical characterization does not serve to analyse or theorize about 

films and their components. They concern the aspects of cinema that exist beyond 

the film language and form, and deal with the problematization of those areas of 

knowledge that enable cinema to exist and develop - artistic, critical, and creative.  

Although every film is made of images, language forms (narrations, 

dialogues, editing techniques), it cannot be simply reduced to them as their key 

purpose is to serve as vehicles to introduce ideas, emotions, thoughts, ideas, etc. 

This is also where we can experience their non-material understanding of cinema 
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and the need to seek for metaphysical answers. Agamben tries to grasp language 

in its essence, which is not naming or defining but rather pointing at, showing 

something that it is not saying. On one hand, in his understanding, language is 

possible as such because it can never fully name what it is naming (reality) and 

on the other hand it is always “trapped” in between trying to grasp it and 

expressing itself – pointing at both what it is trying to name as well as itself as a 

form of communication. It is pointing at its aspect of communicating (form) and 

not what it is communicating (content). It is then not material foundation that 

enables language to exist but something beyond the material world, something 

that cannot be grasped by senses and do not exist in a physical world in 

perceptible forms – although it conditions them, allows them to exist. If we 

wanted to define what that “something” is, we could use the term virtuality, 

proposed by Deleuze. Virtuality would be understood here as existing beyond 

forms, as a flow of all the possible, potential forms, but if it is not material, how 

can we grasp it? The philosophers do not precisely and in agreement with each 

other define the metaphysical aspects that are beyond language/cinema as they 

agree that (philosophical) language is not able to do that. If its role is to point at 

something, point at the nature of reality that is possible to be grasped “in 

between” the language forms, how can such statement be translated into cinema? 

What does cinema consist of that is something else than language and forms? To 

give a brief answer, the true meaning and potential of cinema would be present in 

the possibility of cinema to escape language and forms (narrations, stories) and 

open to experiencing what is possible beyond them. The concepts that resonate 

with such thinking are for example: freedom, love, consciousness – concepts that 

can be named in language but can never be fully expressed by it.   

This does not mean, however, that the work will completely lack 

references to films or actual artists. However, the examples of artists and films 

given in the work will not serve in the first place to explain philosophical theses 

or illustrations of complex, abstract concepts, but to show how cinema creates 

thinking, an aesthetic event and experience in a way that belongs only to itself 

and through the means of expression it has developed over the years of its 

evolution. Examples of films and directors to which the philosophers discussed in 

the work are directly related will also be mentioned. They use these examples not 

to explain the artistic use of the concepts they create, but – as Deleuze wanted it – 
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to show the specific thought-artistic practices of great filmmakers who think, 

create and feel through visual forms and non-language modes of expression. 

The thesis is intended to be a source of inspiration for the possibility of 

further, creative adaptation (not direct translation) of the concepts it contains into 

other areas of human activity and experience, not only those directly related to art 

and cinema. It does not constitute a list of ready-to-use theoretical tools, which is 

sufficient to put into practical use for the purposes of obtaining the effects 

planned in advance. The task of philosophy, practiced by representatives of 

contemporary critical thought, is not to formulate ready-made patterns of thought, 

entrench oneself in permanent ideological positions or adopt a privileged and 

superior attitude of the knowing subject, assuming in advance structures of 

understanding into which specific examples can be inscribed.  

The direction of their thoughts is determined by undiscovered potentials, 

future possibilities of cinema and thoughts, as yet non-existent ways of thinking 

and creating relations between ideas and the world of images and narratives. 

Though these concepts cannot be simply defined and explained how they might 

directly relate to cinematic experience, all the philosophers suggest certain 

conceptual approach towards them to see new potential relations between 

language and images that may produce new ideas, new forms of expression or 

new qualities – both artistic and philosophical. Hence, their shift towards ethical 

and political thinking, privileging the subject (both in art and in social reality), 

above all, conditions for new ethical, aesthetic or political projects, rather than 

providing an understanding which goal is to function within a more or less closed 

symbolic system in the area of the academic world. 

The type of philosophy that these authors practise does not belong to the 

area of hard sciences, nor is it based on objective, measurable research methods 

that can be easily verified by applying quantitative methods of inquiry. Instead of 

describing and understanding the structures and power relations governing reality, 

they look for the ways of thinking to build new concepts and put their thoughts in 

practice, so that the world they define can be positively transformed, both on the 

material level and on the level of thinking about it/conceptualizing it.  

They take up topics that they consider to be insufficiently problematized, 

consider dilemmas from new sides, propose other, previously unused methods of 

inquiry and critical tools, redefine the divisions governing cognition and the 
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aestheticconfiguration of the social and film world. And all this, not so much to 

understand, describe and comprehend, but to negate, destroy, change, transcend 

and build new, different, more true, more beautiful, ethically more right. Putting it 

succinctly, unlike in hard sciences, critical theory is oriented not to just provide 

knowing what is or has been, but to recognize defective elements of the present 

and historical structures of reality, social, political, aesthetic, in order to be able to 

open up to perspectives on how the world and society can be thought in a better 

way, more aware, friendly and positive, and above all, how can we open 

ourselves to freedom and conscious criticism through philosophical language and 

artistic/cinematic practices. 

This is how all the thinkers presented in the following chapters, starting 

with Deleuze, approach the definition and cultivation of critically defined 

contemporary philosophy. To present their views as a ready-to-use “toolbox” 

would be a distortion, contradicting their intentions and narrowing the potential of 

rich thoughts to the level of practical use. However, they do not project any 

specific vision of the world set in the future, but rather focus on the present 

practices of thinking and acting, which may constitute a movement from 

oppressive structures to openness to freedom and new configurations of aesthetic 

divisions of the social, political and artistic field. The very act of resistance, 

leaving the framework of these structures and creating new philosophical 

qualities is much more important for them than focusing on building 

understanding, patterns of theoretical knowledge or specific visions of the future. 

For these committed critical projects, cinema can become an important ally and 

an invaluable partner in creative and emancipatory thinking. 

The thesis also focuses on outlining the network of connections between 

considerations about cinema, understood as such a kind of philosophical ally, and 

their possible translation into the creation and reception of films, thinking about 

images, as well as practice and experiencing everyday life. The thought of each of 

the philosophers was additionally supplemented with selected film examples that 

will help to show the convergence at the level of the existence of critical potential 

between concepts derived from language and film practice. This is not to show 

that every concept presented in the thesis has a direct visual or cinematic 

representation as the ways that cinematic concepts are built and operate are 

fundamentally different from linguistic practices. The nature of film images and 
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its individual potential will constitute an important part of the thesis. It is enough 

to say at this point that all the presented philosophers agree that practices of 

comparing films to philosophy or images to language cannot fully give justice to 

their true potential. In other words, they all claim that the way to understand and 

perceive images is not trough symbolic practices but by going beyond them. They 

all represent anti-semiological approach that in a sense decreases the importance 

and amount of power of knowledge that philosophy and language hold.  

It will be explained throughout the thesis what precisely is this anti-

semiological approach, how it is different from anti-semiotic approach and how 

each philosopher executes it differently in his thinking. In general terms, anti-

semiological approach expresses critical attitude towards defining the meanings 

(of language, images, cinematic means of expressions) through linguistic practice 

and close the signs in itself. By doing so such an approach cuts off language from 

images and signs that condition it. Semiotics on the other hand is a discipline that 

considers language in its direct relation to a specific sphere of matter, images and 

signs by forming relations with them.  

The nature of the cited films should be clarified, since they do not serve as 

an exemplification of philosophical statements or concepts, or as an illustration of 

how films translate linguistic issues into images. The film examples that will 

appear in the thesis serve to show the independent, philosophical potential of 

cinema, thanks to its autonomous, specific features, which it has developed over 

the course of over a hundred years of history. These features, although they can 

be named and described linguistically, are neither reducible nor translatable to 

any language practices. The most important of them, which, in the opinion of the 

aforementioned philosophers, constitute the essence of cinema, above all, are: 

editing, image and movement.  

Through the ability of cinema to freely create aesthetic dimensions, 

dividing and creating space and time, operations on duration, combining any 

visibility created within one image or compiling images belonging to different 

registers of perception and reality, such as memory, dream, experiencing 

fantasies, it has the ability to operate with a rich set of autonomous means of 

expression. The way they are used and developed can serve many purposes: as a 

vehicle of a film plot, a tool of ideological propaganda, playing on the emotions 

of an audience, eliciting deliberate reactions in them or awakening the audience’s 
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awareness through creative, critical understanding and use of the film form. The 

latter type of the understanding the ways of using cinematic means of expression 

is the key to searching for films whose formal layer itself is a medium of critical 

communication and opens the spectators’ imagination and perceptions to new 

cognition, sensory feeling and experience. 

The type of filmmakers in whom it is possible to find examples of images 

and film-philosophies that contain a critical potential, expressed mainly through 

the conscious use of the film form, belongs to a specific group of creators – so 

called authors (fr. auteur) (Bazin, 1957). They are thinkers with a camera, 

combining such features as: an experimental approach, radicalism in using the 

film form, constructing a message with an emphasis on the conscious use of 

means of expression, not only within the story, fable or plot layers. They usually 

break with the commonly used conventions of narrative and storytelling that have 

become established in mainstream, Hollywood classical cinema or they manifest 

the need to introduce new qualities into the world of moving images, affecting the 

spectator and society not so much at the level of the aesthetic layer itself, but 

through its entanglement with political, aesthetic and ethical connections. 

Although the notion of an author can be defined in a different manner, it will be 

shown in the dissertation that on general conceptual level, we can come to an 

agreement that this term should be reserved for filmmakers with individual 

approach towards artistic practice, individual style and intellectual, critical 

approach towards making films. These authors were referred throughout the 

dissertation wherever their films, thoughts or original artistic practice resonated 

with the concepts discussed and they could contribute to a better understanding of 

the connections between critical, philosophical thinking and committed, creative 

film practice. 

The turn to a new, critical philosophy after postmodernism, which has 

been introduced throughout the thesis, establishes the new relationships between 

cinema and philosophy in an innovative way and on an unprecedented scale 

extends the reflection on film images to the sphere of issues in the field of 

politics, ethics, society and culture (Coleman, 2009, p. 7). At the same time, not 

only the above-mentioned relations and the nature of the connections themselves, 

but also all of the above-mentioned concepts, are radically redefined and cleared 

of their historical meaning.  
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At the root of the trend discussed in the dissertation is a gesture of 

disagreement and resistance as conditions for possible progress and positive 

change both in philosophy as well as in art (Deleuze, 1987). The objection 

concerns how contemporary power mechanisms at the political, economic, 

aesthetic, religious and institutional levels arrange the social field and deprive 

subjects of freedom, as well as how historical academic, film studies and 

philosophical discourses have been unsuccessfully attempting to critically resist 

oppressive structures. The main one is postmodernism that will be introduced in 

reference with the contemporary philosophers’ thoughts that explain why 

postmodern practices served as insufficient and should be redefined and their 

approaches should be reframed. Some of the contemporary philosophers, such as 

Rancière, are also against the continuation of postmodern practices in the 

contemporary academic discourses, meaning such approaches that carry on 

interdisciplinary methodologies (culture studies) or turn towards glorifying one 

selected aspect to examine artistic practices (cinema, images, literature), such as: 

affect, body, emotions.   

The philosophical stakes of the discussed here endeavours are high, 

extremely ambitious and permanently on the move, being constantly updated in 

relation to the contexts and subjects of critical intervention. 

The gesture of active resistance to external phenomena, dominating power 

structures and contexts refers here to the redefinition of the philosophical 

language, ways of thinking and dialectical divisions that marked metaphysics 

from its beginnings (since Plato) up to the last century and contribute to the 

consolidation of oppressive power systems. By rethinking and inventing new 

philosophical concepts and building a network of meanings for those permanently 

inscribed in the philosophical tradition, the resistance moves from the space of 

language to the conscious, fully aware practice of everyday life and ways of 

creating and experiencing films – any films, not only those critically involved, 

artistic, modern, contemplative, created by the auteurs. 

For contemporary critical thinkers, there is no defined boundary between 

philosophizing about cinema and any other human activity or field of knowledge 

(Coleman, 2009, p. 1-5). These fields of human life are all related and entangled 

in the same relationships of knowledge, power, subjectivity and forming 

divisions. In this way, critical thought, which seeks identity and synthesis 
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between different areas of cognition and experience, embraces the ambition to be 

holistic, complete and post-disciplinary – but not in postmodern sense of avoiding 

constructing senses and meanings. It is about initiating new and complex 

connections between theory and practice, between the written word and life 

experiences, and between thought and awareness. All the effort in initiating these 

processes takes place so that, by negating the existing conditions and divisions in 

the world (Rancière, 2019), which, according to critical thinkers, methodically 

deprive people of freedom of being and freedom to think and do not serve the 

good to humanity and the general public, one can exchange for new proposals of 

such concepts and divisions that will restore to subjects the ability to open up to 

greater freedom and to participate in the world more consciously, openly and in a 

friendly manner. 

Throughout the thesis such vague and open concepts as: freedom, 

emancipatory, friendly, will be defined through the use of concepts offered by the 

four key philosophers. To give a brief definition here what can be understood as 

freedom and emancipatory, it is such a state of individual and collective existence 

that is not subjected to institutional control and rules. It can also be defined by its 

unlimited, free expression, lack of hierarchies and divisions that would block its 

full existence and the state of total openness and creation that is available within 

the potential of a person or a group (society, community, nation).   

When critical thought reaches for cinema as a partner in emancipatory 

thinking, the situation does not change significantly in terms of its stake and 

motivations. It incorporates them into the overall critical project and, using its 

exceptional, unique features and possibilities of expression, discovers chances of 

joining forces and jointly striving to solve the same problems, presenting new 

ones, or showing the wrong, anachronistic way of presenting existing ones. 

Although the very method of inclusion and the function of cinema in the field of 

practiced criticism may differ and may be variable for each of the presented 

philosophers, in the end, the critical practice is executed with the use of similar 

conceptual tools. At the same time, similar set of topics and semantic 

convergence that they individually work out for the purpose of reflection on them 

can be observed. 

Recognizing places of oppression in social space and processes of forming 

subjectivity, both individual and collective (social, political), genealogy and 
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analysis of power mechanisms, depriving people of freedom of thought, being 

and action, and finally, the necessity to initiate positive changes and radical 

emancipatory practices are repeated patterns in the area of critical thinkers’ 

activity. The situation is similar in the case of contemporary philosophers 

described in this dissertation. They are also distinguished by the fact that their 

methods of philosophizing are different from their predecessors, and their ways of 

presenting the studied phenomena bring a breath of freshness and creative 

invention. 

In the tradition of thought, which they continue, they rejected established, 

used methods and discourses, denied loyalty to their philosophical masters by 

increasingly arguing with their views, and decided, in the spirit of their original, 

individual thoughts, to invent new concepts and divisions in knowledge that have 

a chance to build the foundations of a new metaphysics. As a result of this 

attitude, for the first time they reached for cinema as an equal philosophical 

partner in thinking and developing critical projects, and not as an object of 

reflection, criticism or an ideological medium. Not only did all of them recognize 

cinema in its enormous and hitherto unused artistic and critical potential, but also 

grasped its aesthetic, ethical and social role in a similar way. They also identified 

the same philosophical enemies and allies in a similar way, and deemed it 

necessity to rebuild basic metaphysical concepts through cinema and its 

experience after the postmodern deconstruction period of the last century. 

 

We therefore have no need to contrive any pathetic ends for 

modernity or imagine that a joyous explosion of postmodernity has 

put an end to the great modernist adventure of art’s autonomy or 

emancipation through art. There is no postmodern rupture. There is 

a contradiction that is original and unceasingly at work. The work’s 

solitude carries a promise of emancipation (Rancière, 2009, p. 36). 

 

The key task of this thesis is to provide an understanding and definitions 

of these new, innovative approaches to cinema by today’s critical thinkers from 

the perspective of redefining its ontologies and links to refreshed philosophical 

concepts and other areas of knowledge and human activity. A comprehensive 

presentation of all the themes and concepts contained in contemporary 
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philosophical works on cinema and their synthetic systematization, together with 

the demonstration of connections with non-film themes, can offer a fresh 

perspective and new theoretical and practical tools for the discipline of film 

studies, film and artistic criticism, and filmmaking itself. It is assumed that the 

dissertation will help to better understand the creative and liberating possibilities 

that cinema and the artistic means with which it operates can bring. Hence, an 

understanding of how we can define such philosophical/aesthetic concepts as: 

novelty, creativity, innovation, criticality, art cinema, in the contemporary times 

will be fundamental to grasp the shift in thinking about cinema as well as making 

films.  

Talking about the aesthetic and emancipatory potential of cinema must be 

preceded by an explanation of the relationship between politics, ethics and 

aesthetics - fundamental concepts for contemporary, continental philosophers of 

cinema. Their redefinition and rethinking the relationships between them from the 

perspective of the shift in postmodern European thought was a key issue for all 

presented philosophers. The definition of such concepts as emancipation, 

freedom, novelty, creativity, potential, in relation to cinema, requires explaining 

the contexts in which they arise and determining on what basis and in opposition 

to what they should base their existence.  On the grounds of the newly proposed 

definitions and the mutual relations between these concepts it became possible to 

define the foundations for philosophical thoughts on art, images and films. 

 

 

1.2. General outline of the thesis, explanation of the choice of 

topics, basic concepts, place of the topics in the broader research 

questions 

 

The dissertation lays foundations in the constantly recurring names, 

issues, concepts and topics, the exact determination of which was the key to 

understand and define the trend proposed in the work. The thesis characterizes 

one of the many possible paths of contemporary philosophical reflection on 

cinema. The choice was dictated, on the one hand, by its current, still continued 
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state and creative, aesthetic and political potential it can bring and has not been 

explored. On the other hand, by the lack of prior recognition in academic 

literature of a clear community of inspirations, goals and practices that guide 

contemporary critical philosophers that deal with cinema. 

Taking a closer look at this topic does not simply serve to organize 

knowledge and authors, showing the relationship between them along with the 

historical evolution of their thoughts. Such a work would be of purely descriptive 

and encyclopaedic nature. The definition of a trend in the philosophy of cinema 

and the gathering of contemporary authors and their thoughts around it serves to 

show a broader tendency, both in thinking about cinema and in today’s 

continental philosophy. This tendency connects various fields of knowledge and 

allows us to look at them in a holistic way, from the perspective of common 

motives and aspirations. In this way, the trend of thinking about cinema from a 

critical perspective opens up to wider spaces of cognition, shows the direction of 

development of western (European, leftist, critical) thought as such, its flaws, 

blockades and joint efforts. It also proposes creative ways to overcome the 

impasses and offer a perspective of a new, different study of knowledge by 

introducing redefined notions of: subjectivity, community, justice, and 

aesthetically and ethically new ways of being in the world that overpasses the 

limitations of postmodernism. 

Such a thought does not only apply pure to cinema, but is a symptom of 

the state of knowledge and thinking of its time, of the humanities and of the 

society in which it is immersed. For a better understanding of the topic perceived 

in this way, the created issues, and in order to introduce the content of subsequent 

chapters, it is necessary to consider the meaning of the key concepts and points of 

reference on which the argumentation of the dissertation was based. This will 

allow for a better discernment of the proposed claims about the holistic, socially 

engaged and politically oriented approach of contemporary critical thought about 

cinema. 

Out of the rich heritage and the long history of philosophical treatment of 

films, particular emphasis in the thesis is placed on tracing the influences of 

Continental thought with a critical, left-wing and (post)Marxist attitude on the 

shape of today’s philosophy of cinema. This thought, in its general outline, is 

characterized primarily by a critical reference to capitalism, neoliberal ideology, 
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globalization processes and modern, sovereign power models, aversion to 

postmodernism and its philosophical and artistic practices, as well as those 

entering the field of economics and politics, taking into account the political and 

ethical perspective for aesthetic and philosophical considerations. 

When cinema is included in philosophical considerations, there are also 

fixed points of reference to which critical philosophers return in subsequent 

publications devoted to films and images. They complete the map of 

convergence, the axis of which is the continuation of the philosophical threads 

started by Gilles Deleuze, an author that serves as an important and necessary 

point of reference for all the contemporary philosophers in terms of the possibility 

of contemporary cultivation of the philosophy of cinema. All the elements that 

establish connections with Deleuzian thought will be extracted in a similar 

pattern, by following general similarities or differences in the philosophical 

approaches between Deleuze and his successors and subsequently going into 

more details regarding thoughts on cinema presented by them.  

Firstly, it is the same way of framing the philosophy-cinema relationship 

itself. It is based on, generally speaking, removing the hierarchy between its two 

elements and establishing a new, partnership-based system of cooperation in 

critical thinking and creation of concepts (as well as aesthetic experience). Each 

philosopher tries to redefine cinema and its essence in relation to thought, 

language and subjectivity, each time rejecting and rewriting the divisions existing 

in academic discourse (for example, into subject and object, thought and the one 

who thinks, image and the one who sees it), backed by classical dialectics. In this 

way, the philosophical reflection on cinema existing in the tradition of film 

thought acquires a new meaning through the redefinition of the research attitude 

and the position of the researcher. 

Secondly, opposition to the dialectical tradition initiated by Plato is 

another common thread among all philosophers-critics of cinema, and an 

important point in continuing the ideas proposed by Deleuze almost forty years 

ago. This finds its direct translation into the understanding of the ontological 

nature of cinema, cinematic means of expression, the perception and evolution of 

the history of cinema, and the development of visual layer, genre, and stylistic 

forms that belong to it. Giving up the classically understood dialectics, 

understood after Plato, has enormous consequences for the ways of defining all 
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the aspects of filmmaking and cinema experiencing, its means of expression, 

understanding the ways of evolution of film form or ways of defining film genres. 

This opens up a space for the reformulation of the existing divisions that underlie 

how we perceive the fundamental aesthetic dimensions of reality – space, 

movement, and time. Deleuze became the first thinker to redefine this large 

question thoroughly, updating it on the basis of his thorough knowledge in 

philosophy, theoretical physics, quantum mechanics and mathematics (Flaxman, 

1993). 

The concept of dialectics, in an explicit or implicit way, was developed by 

the followers of Deleuze’s thought and it was the result of their deliberations, on 

the one hand, aesthetic, and on the other, it was connected with new proposals of 

defining ethics and politics through and in the cinema. Whether it is Agamben’s 

figure of potentiality, the concept of new logic, truth procedures in Badiou’s 

writings, or Rancière’s political and aesthetic deliberations and a whole net of 

terms he coined, new ways of defining dialectics in its much more nuanced and 

subtle character are seen everywhere, compared to the classical model of Plato or 

Hegel. Such ways of presenting dialectics are directly transferred to the space of 

talking about cinema, because it is impossible not to notice the correlation 

between dialectics and cinematic means of expression, such as: montage, 

cinematic cuts, camera movement or building story narratives and 

dramaturgy visually. By including the ethical and political attitudes, it becomes 

possible to notice new ways of understanding cinema, especially through these 

perspectives.  

This new understanding of dialectics, primarily in opposition to Plato and 

Hegel, combined with a reflection focusing a political, ethical and aesthetic 

perspective, is connected with another key issue for contemporary critical 

philosophers – new thinking of subjectivity, community, and free, conscious, 

emancipated being in the world. At this point, it becomes apparent how they shift 

the focus from considerations of a purely philosophical and aesthetic nature, 

closer to Deleuzian attitude and the field of practical use of thoughts and 

initiating projects integrating the understanding of aesthetics, politics and ethics 

into an inseparable whole. While Deleuze’s work primarily was concerned about 

cinema and images from aesthetic point of view, and through it the author builds 

conclusions of an abstract and purely philosophical nature, the concepts of his 
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followers shift the emphasis to the area of current political, social and cultural 

situations, establishing many more possible perspectives on cinema and its role in 

the postmodern world. Additionally, the relationship between cinema and politics 

existing in the tradition of film thought takes on a different meaning, not 

burdened with ideological concepts, symbolic or imaginary. 

In addition to focusing on the very method of classifying the types of 

images that cinema has produced (Deleuze), contemporary authors are primarily 

oriented towards the future and what cinema can be, what it can do, and how it 

can contribute to building a better world, society and humanity. Their 

undertakings are more politically and ethically engaged, despite the fact that 

Deleuze also sees these themes, but without being grounded in specific external 

contexts or focusing on particular problem areas. In other words, Deleuze 

remained at the conceptual level of his film philosophy, whereas the 

contemporary authors are entering political, social, cultural grounds in order to 

seek the connections between cinematic thoughts and the ways they can 

contribute to improving conditions of everyday existence.  

From the point of view of filmmaking and experiencing films, the most 

interesting moments in their considerations are those in which one finds answers 

to the questions: what does (critical) thought have to do with cinema? How do 

the critical-leftist issues and concepts translate into the practices of creating 

or experiencing films, and how can aesthetic means of expression be built in 

relation to original philosophical concepts, including aspects of politics and 

ethics that were created by Deleuze, Agamben, Badiou and Rancière? How 

can cinema operate and “think critically” with the images and means of 

artistic expression it has developed throughout its history? What 

consequences could this have for the reception of films and, more broadly, 

for the experience of everyday life and the organization of aesthetic divisions 

and cognition in the real world? 

The presented threads and issues were characterized in each of the 

philosophers to whom individual chapters of the work were devoted. However, 

what constitutes the key binder for the possibility of talking about them as part of 

a common trend is the already mentioned figure of Deleuze. He was one of the 

most important thinkers of twentieth-century European philosophy, as well as the 

author of the last, complete and systematic philosophical study devoted to cinema 
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in the history of film thought - Cinema 1. Image - movement, Cinema 2. Image – 

time (Deleuze, 1983, 1985). 

This work marks an important turning point in the history of 

philosophically oriented film thought, at the same time being a fundamental 

breakthrough in the way of presenting and practicing philosophy of cinema. On 

the one hand, it is an exhaustive synthesis, summary, and redefinition of the most 

important tendencies and directions of twentieth-century European philosophy: 

structuralism, post-structuralism, psychoanalysis, semiotics, phenomenology. On 

the other, being a comprehensive and finite development of the classification of 

film images and signs, it opens the field for the possibility of initiating critical 

projects, polemics and proposals for new ways of philosophizing about cinema 

and its nature. This influential and already a classic work constantly inspires and 

resonates in the minds of contemporary authors dealing with cinema, providing 

them with an indispensable reference point for the development of original 

philosophical projects focused on cinema. This is where the philosophical 

projects devoted to cinema begin, initiated by contemporary critical thinkers. 

The breakthrough and importance of Deleuze’s philosophy of cinema is 

undeniable. It is confirmed by the vast number of studies and commentaries on 

his work, articles and books devoted to the analysis of its content, as well as the 

wide spectrum of influences it has had on other types of arts, artistic practices and 

the discipline of film studies, contributing to a new perspective on the history of 

cinema, film form and divisions within film genres. However, only a few 

academic thinkers have decided to take the step of polemics and develop the 

theses contained therein in order to modernize the state of knowledge and go 

beyond the historical and theoretical perspective presented in that work. Instead 

of trying to characterize the content of Cinema or to trace its influence in 

academic discourses, they undertook to propose, for this ground-breaking work, 

entirely new philosophical deliberations. Although they clearly refer to Deleuze’s 

deliberations and unanimously recognize the need to quote his views, they treat 

them primarily as a starting point for carrying out their own original projects, 

oriented towards the model of new cinema – not so much existing one, but the 

one that is possible to come (Agamben, 1992).  

Among the many directions of influence of the Deleuzian thought about 

cinema, in this case the object of interest was only one type of influence that it 
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has had and still has till today. This dissertation is devoted to finding a group of 

continuators of Deleuzian thought, who, by drawing inspiration from Cinema, 

make, follow the author’s own approach, a philosophical leap and nomadic 

searches. On the basis of the thoughts contained in the work to which they relate, 

they propose a place for the creative definition of cinema, its ontological 

dimension and philosophical properties. 

The authors to whom the subsequent chapters of the work are devoted are 

not only commentators of Deleuze’s thoughts, because their ambition is not to try 

to reconstruct or synthesize his conceptually rich work on cinema. They 

constitute a group of left-radical, critical philosophers who, in the spirit of similar 

ways of practicing philosophy, argue with him, develop their own concepts in 

other directions, and creatively disagree with him. These drafts of disagreement 

do not stop at merely pointing out places and concepts that, in their opinion, 

should be updated in line with the new nature of the cultivated critical thought. 

They develop, in each case, by creating a kind of preliminary outlines, 

contributions to the philosophy of cinema, which, while doing justice to the 

essence of Deleuze’s project, abandon it in order to be able to then, in original 

and individually worked out ways, to propose new philosophical qualities, 

following the hitherto untrusted paths of connecting cinema with philosophy and 

politics. 

The authors presented in the pages of this work share both the context and 

the historical and philosophical origin, the nature of the philosophy pursued, the 

political and ethical attitude, the similarity of goals and conceptual research tools. 

What they have in common is a number of similarly redefined concepts and 

philosophical issues, key to the entirety of their practices, although each of them, 

in an individual and non-related manner, tries to create its own network of 

philosophical tools and research methods. Therefore, an important undertaking of 

this dissertation is to identify what, in what contexts and on what terms allows to 

define the specificity, tools, stake and potential of the philosophy of cinema 

practiced today. 
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1.3. Discussion of the methodological assumptions, description of 

the course of the planned research, structure of the dissertation 

 

The key issue that requires consideration in the first place is the 

delineation of the historical-philosophical, ethical-political and film-philosophical 

contexts within the set of proposed thematic areas, which will be treated as a 

background and conditions for the functioning of today’s critically oriented 

philosophies of cinema. Then, on the basis of such defined constellation of 

thematic issues, defined within the previously mentioned contexts, an attempt was 

made to answer a number of questions: are there any similarities of a general, 

conceptual, ideological, ethical and political nature within individually and 

authorly cultivated film thoughts? If so, can these similarities be reduced to a 

common denominator, and what could that denominator be? Is 

postmodernism really the main adversary and dialectical reference to today’s 

critical projects, stemming from the tradition of French philosophy? Do 

attempts to cross it in a straight-line result in the initiation of affirmative 

projects of rebuilding the concepts he deconstructed? Finally, is it legitimate 

to group the authors’ critical attitudes about cinema within one common 

trend, and what is the benefit of such activity for our cognition, film thought, 

academic knowledge and cinema creation? By creating some appearances of 

order and hierarchy, will we not get lost along the way of the specificity and 

individual nature of each of the individual project? 

During the preparation of the topic of the thesis, the focus was placed on 

determining within one research stand both a general perspective, based on a 

synthesis, and a detailed perspective, based on an analytical approach and 

comparative one. Through the first one, an attempt was made to establish the 

community character and the unity of sources for contemporary, critical thoughts 

about cinema, which derive, in each of its varieties, from the same philosophical 

tradition and are guided by similar premises, as well as thematic and formal 

issues. On the other hand, the detailed perspective allowed to decide to what 

extent certain similarities translate into specific positions and individually created 

concepts, and whether their characters constitute sufficient premises to propose a 

synthetic definition. Through a detailed analysis and compilation of original film-



24 

 

related critical projects, an area of research covering both the similarities and 

differences between them was identified. It has been considered whether the 

difference in critical approaches is an obstacle to talking about them in terms of a 

common trend or is it rather an obvious result of individual considerations that 

are based on the higher philosophical principle? 

An attempt to characterize contemporary changes in the humanities is 

always difficult due to the lack of a convenient time distance, allowing one to 

look at the described trends from a historical perspective as already completed. 

Nevertheless, it seems that at present the increasing fragmentation and division of 

academic disciplines, patch-work approaches and the dynamically developing 

technology, which results in faster flow of information and knowledge, we are 

deprived of the comfort of waiting until the observed changes consolidate, 

creating easily defined phenomena for historical classification. 

In the present situation, it seems much more adequate to follow the 

changes on an ongoing basis and describe them closely as they appear, without 

any immediate time distance. The rightness of such an attitude in this thesis is 

additionally motivated by its character as an experiment of an aesthetic nature; 

philosophizing with philosophers, using their reflections as not only research 

material, but also a methodological approach and a contribution to the 

construction of formal aesthetic categories that already permeate or could in the 

future penetrate the philosophy of cinema, the language of film and the practice 

of creating and experiencing films. 

The intention here was neither a historical approach that goes back to the 

past, looking for order, causes, continuity, closed definitions, nor to act in the area 

of the theoretical approach, trying to define a closed theoretical perspective and 

models that would characterize a specific set of tools, approaches, goals and 

methodologies. This project is an expression of a certain open philosophizing 

about the changes in the humanities that can be observed today, which also 

directly affect cinema (and are affected by it), the way of thinking about it, the 

way films are perceived, as well as the human position in their mutual relations. 

The idea of performing open philosophical projects is rooted in the 

concepts the thinkers use and construct. As it will be shown clearly in the course 

of the argument, they all suggest such concepts that are not fully defined and 

closed in meanings. They rather open to new possibilities to be redefined in 
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relation to the contexts in which they exist and conditions that may establish their 

meanings.  

Such an approach is focused not only on what is and what can be 

observed, but also on what may be, what is just a seed of future changes, difficult 

to predict due to the dynamism of changes and their fragmented, diffuse nature, 

but also exciting and possible to be partially separated from the totality of major 

changes and grasped in concepts. It is mainly the processes, dynamics of changes 

and contemporary philosophical tendencies that may open the door to new 

aesthetics and artistic expression that are the main subject of interest here. This 

dissertation was devoted to an attempt to group them under the loosely called 

“contemporary philosophy of cinema after Deleuze and postmodernism”. 

The term “contemporaneity”, as the basis of considerations, has been 

defined by a philosophical context of two kinds, which allowed to organize and 

clearly outline the thematic field. First of all, the decline of postmodernism 

became a general landscape of philosophical considerations, which was treated as 

a starting point and a philosophical context for the presentation of thinkers to 

whom this work is devoted. The second area that shaped the logic and trajectory 

of the study is the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze’s cinema and the influences it has 

had on the present shape of the critical theory of cinema derived from his legacy. 

This project, treated primarily as a creative and open aesthetic and 

philosophical research, aims to develop new critical tools, artistic qualities and 

ways of categorizing knowledge, thanks to which it will be possible to better 

understand cinema and its form in the critical potential, seen from the perspective 

of contemporary philosophical, artistic and political changes. Cinema as an 

artistically constructed, intentional world of moving images, narration, montage, 

characters, plots, emotions, is constantly evolving through a multitude of 

(dialectical) references – to the external world, other types of arts, socio-political 

changes, the development of technologies, new, vividly emerging mediated 

aesthetic forms, the development of communication, etc. It is impossible to list all 

the factors and processes that determine the development of the film form or to 

understand why these and no other elements of it permanently fit into the codified 

film language. 

Due to the enormity of the research opportunities in the undertaken area of 

study, it was decided to select a primal dominant perspective (postmodernism), 
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which would define the research in delineating the philosophical and cinematic 

consequences of the historical change of one of the most important intellectual 

trends of the last century. In particular, the study deals not so much with the 

effects that postmodern thought has had on the way of philosophizing about 

cinema and filmmaking as such, but the very nature of the conceptual 

transgression of it. It is possible and nowadays takes place due to the exhaustion 

of old paradigms and concepts, and perhaps it brings with it formal solutions that 

are key to the development of post-postmodern aesthetics and answers to the 

question of how to critically philosophize about cinema today and how to 

creatively translate philosophical concepts into the language of film practice 

while doing justice to its autonomous nature and predominately non-language-

based forms of expression. 

In order to get closer to the answer to this question, contemporary critical 

theories have been used, which thematically refer to cinema, asking anew 

questions about its current status, aesthetic and political connections, and above 

all, relationships with subjectivity, as an entity not only participating in the 

consumption of moving images, but a socio-cultural individual and collective 

being that is both established in relation to/with cinema and is created by it. The 

ethical issue is also important here, as it is directly related to breaking the 

postmodern logic of deconstruction, playing and having fun, operating on the 

surface level of the meanings or symbolic structure and changing the shift in the 

critical approach from negation (deconstruction) to affirmation (rebuilding and 

redefining metaphysics). Attempts were made to show that the concept of 

contemporary critical theory referring to cinema wants to talk about subjectivity 

and community-building projects through cinema, and to seek aesthetic film 

means that could support reflection on its new approaches. 

Treating cinema as a philosophical partner in creating concepts and 

building a linguistic and visual understanding of the world, critical theory uses its 

potential to create complete aesthetic worlds and influence the audience’s 

perception processes, in order to undermine the structure of the external world 

organization and its mechanisms the reproduction of power, oppression or social 

inequality. The way of perceiving cinema and the film form is directly related to 

the sensitivity to social changes, taking into account political, aesthetic and 

ethical considerations. This general observation creates a conceptual framework 



27 

 

into which detailed philosophical issues have been inscribed, and their 

understanding has been proposed by juxtaposing various contemporary theories 

and approaches to the subject of cinema derived from the tradition of critical 

thought and the latest philosophy of cinema. 

The result of the dissertation is to define today’s aspirations and tools of 

critical theory of cinema, to explain the reasons and goals of connecting 

philosophical thought with moving images, as well as to inscribe contemporary, 

critical philosophical practices in a wider aesthetic, political and ethical contexts. 

The next step is to explain how cinema can fit into these practices and create a 

form with the potential of critical discourses. The main goal of the project is 

focused on three issues and establishing the links between them. This will allow 

us to better understand what is, what can be, and what the contemporary critical 

theory of cinema deals with in the context of the present state of Western 

aesthetic, film and philosophical thought (after postmodernism and after 

Deleuze). 

 

(1) 

Firstly, the possibility of a new definition of the relationship between 

cinema, philosophy and critical theory is taken under consideration as these 

conceptual practices based on image (cinema) and language (critical theory and 

philosophy) which, despite belonging to different symbolic worlds and using 

different means of expression, criticism and concept creation, are able to establish 

a relationship based on both productive differences and harmonious cooperation. 

Within this issue, a range of creative tangles between critical philosophical 

thought and cinema was established, taking into account the positions of selected 

thinkers whose ideas helped define these relationships. 

 

(2) 

Secondly, recognizing the effectiveness of the fruitful and creative 

cooperation between cinema and philosophy, interest was given to the 

contemporary dimension and the benefits it may bring for the purposes of critical 

theory, as well as for the development of aesthetics and the language of film art. 

In this issue, the historical and socio-cultural contexts are important, without 

which the critical thought cannot be defined, as it is always a clash with a 
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concrete and current reality, remaining in a close dialectical relationship with it. 

In the thesis, the external context was broadly understood and the focus was 

placed in particular on postmodernism as one of the dominant currents of thought 

in the second half of the last century, which had a huge impact on Western 

philosophical thought and, in the case of cinema and critical theory, plays an 

important role. To this day, it is a widely commented and thoroughly studied 

paradigm that unites many critical theorists and constitutes the starting point for 

redefining the condition of today’s society and culture. The axis of interest at the 

time of writing the work was a general understanding of the aesthetic and 

political landscape of changes after postmodernism in the perspective of the 

possibility of deriving new critical conceptual tools that can find their application 

in theorizing about cinema and its practice. 

 

(3) 

These general considerations and designations helpful for orientation in 

the subject of mapping, first philosophical-conceptual, and then critical-film 

contexts, are complemented by a third, target issue: the analysis and synthesis of 

specific philosophical positions regarding cinema and the grouping of both 

theories and film practices around the contemporary critical trend, the definition 

of which is the ultimate goal of the work.  

In the area of this issue, the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze’s cinema was 

used primarily, which for many contemporary film philosophers is a starting point 

and inspiration for their own considerations. Although each of them is more or 

less inspired by or disagrees with Deleuze, they ultimately go further than the 

polemic itself with the author of Anti-Oedipus. When thinking about cinema, they 

want to develop a new language of talking about cinema and art, propose the 

relationship between philosophical/critical thought and cinema, and show how 

these relationships can materialize in the field of film, in artistic practices. Each 

of them does it in a different way, but – as has been proven – they share a 

community of issues, contexts and philosophical approaches. 

Their approaches were synthesized on the basis of: the similarities 

shared by Deleuze, attitude to postmodernism, including politics, aesthetics 

and ethics, and similar critical attitudes as philosophers originating from the 

Continental critical tradition (including references to Marxism, 
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psychoanalysis, poststructuralism). Presentation of the similarities, differences, 

disputes or interesting, creative meetings between the individual approaches of 

the above-mentioned authors was organized around three overarching problem 

areas that organize the structure of the chapters. In order to bring the project to its 

final goal, it began with the studies on the very conceptualization of the research 

field, the definition of theoretical tools and concepts allowing to locate the 

considerations in a specific philosophical discourse. The work began with 

delineating and combining the above-mentioned contexts, which paved the way 

for further considerations, specifically those already oriented around cinema. 

The first chapter, devoted to the relationship between critical theory and 

cinema, outlines the historical, philosophical, and theoretical-film backgrounds, 

which allowed for the establishment of target issues in the area of wider aesthetic 

and philosophical changes. Then, the reflections on the cinema of all the 

philosophers mentioned are discussed in separate chapters. Each chapter is 

organized around a similar structure. First, the philosophical profiles of individual 

thinkers were outlined, then the set of concepts they created was discussed, and 

finally, the focus was placed on the ways of using them to philosophize about 

cinema and define its qualities, potentials and critical aspects. Additionally, the 

last part of each chapter includes references to film examples and creates bridges 

between abstract concepts and cinematic means of expression. 

All the chapters are linked by Deleuze’s film thought by pointing to the 

similarities and differences between him and his followers. Additionally, each 

chapter contains the same set of issues and problem areas that will be presented 

from the perspective of thoughts of subsequent authors. Three guiding areas of 

reflection were designated, which made it possible to juxtapose all the presented 

philosophies.  

 

1.3.1. The aesthetics / nature of cinema 

First, it is about cinema and its aesthetic status in conjunction with 

political, ethical and metaphysical considerations. In this area, various ways of 

establishing the nature of cinema, which each thinker problematizes in a different 

way, are examined. They come to different conclusions, but agreeing that the 
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forgotten question about its essence should be asked again and redefined. 

Looking at the thoughts of Agamben, Rancière and Badiou about what cinema is 

today and how to understand it at the intersection of politics, ethics and 

aesthetics, at the same time, similarities that allowed them to group their views 

within a higher synthesis will be introduced. Initially, it was hypothesized that 

this higher synthesis is associated with a critical attitude to postmodern thought, 

the need for an integrated and holistic approach to the study of cinema, which 

should take into account political and ethical issues. The figure of Deleuze is also 

the bond of their positions. In any case, it is from deliberations on his concepts 

that contemporary philosophers of cinema emerge in various ways. They looked 

for an answer to the question of whether they are characterized by any kind of 

affinity in the context of their reference to the author of Difference and 

Repetition, and whether their final conclusions flow in any identical or similar 

gesture. 

 

1.3.2. Dialectics / Movement 

In the next stage, it was considered how, in the context of creating 

philosophical concepts after postmodernism, terms such as: dialectics, narration, 

history, movement, acquire new meanings and what consequences this has for 

cinema, both as a cultural phenomenon and as film aesthetics. The change in 

defining movement, which is related to the disagreement with the postmodern 

approach to narrative, goal, progress and history, means that it should be defined 

in a new way, adopting different initial assumptions and description parameters. 

In their philosophical deliberations, each of the four authors understand 

these concepts slightly differently and try to rewrite their meanings, proposing 

new understandings of how movement can be conceptualized today. These 

concepts, strongly resonating in the works of these philosophers, which do not 

directly concern cinema, were combined in the dissertation, showing the 

undoubtedly existing bridges between their general philosophical understanding 

and the meaning for cinema and its aesthetics. The redefinition of history is 

directly related to, inter alia, in Rancière project, with a redefinition of the history 

of art, cinema, but also the stories that cinema creates – plots, narratives, stories 
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(Rancière, 2009). 

Agamben’s new concept of dialectical movement translates into his 

remarks on cinema as a gesture (Agamben, 1995), how manipulating movement, 

editing, or other cinematic means of expression contains critical potential and has 

strong ethical implications. His proposal of a figure of potentiality results directly 

from an in-depth consideration of the concept of classical dialectics.  In each 

chapter, efforts were made to show separately the relationships that were 

proposed for each philosopher between the change in the understanding of 

movement and dialectics and thinking about cinema. 

 

1.3.3. Subjectivity / ethics / politics 

In the third area of problematized issues, the features that most strongly 

bind the thoughts of the four philosophers and clearly echo in their projects, both 

those related to cinema and to politics, ethics and aesthetics, are characterized. It 

is a target interest in subjectivity and community, redefinition of subjectivity and 

rethinking its status after periods of deconstruction, resignation from faith in 

progress, great narratives, and purposefulness of history. 

Each of the philosophers’ places particular emphasis on the necessity of 

philosophical reflection on subjectivity in the times of late capitalism and the 

decline of postmodernism, considering it a key issue. For everyone, it is the result 

of a critical approach to modern methods of exercising power, its sovereign status 

and ever stronger influences entering the space of the human body, emotions, 

perception, and everyday life. The need for a critical attitude towards the growing 

influence of power mechanisms is reflected in their deliberations on cinema. This 

is evident in Badiou’s proposal for a new approach to ethics (Badiou, 2013), 

Agamben’s thought about cinema in its potential and ability to regain gestures 

lost in modernity (Agamben, 1995), as well as Rancière’s critique of divisions in 

art history, which he tries to redefine by combining the concepts of politics, ethics 

and aesthetics (Rancière, 2019). 

This productive and “affirmative” attitude of philosophers towards critical 

thinking about cinema is associated with their disagreement with the sense of 

continuation of the logic of postmodernism with its deconstructive attitude and 
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the need to propose constructive, positive concepts that combine reflections from 

the field of philosophy and art. In this respect, they are also, in a specific aspect, 

continuators of Deleuze’s thought, who in his philosophy of cinema, without 

dealing directly with the issue of subjectivity (spectator, creator, actor), not so 

much rejected and denied it, but prepared the ground for her new birth. Each of 

the philosophers presented here proposes his own vision of the development of 

cinema and its possibilities, which can be found in specific examples of the use of 

the language of the film medium, and which are derived from philosophical 

research focused on the reconstruction of subjectivity and a new thinking about 

the definition of human. 

The work ended with a presentation of conclusions and an attempt to 

reflect on where the critical theory of cinema can go and how one can continue 

reflection on the relationship of philosophical thought with cinema, at the same 

time directing it towards general issues of basic philosophical categories and the 

need to constantly redefine them, as well as specific means of expression film 

form, which may be the effect of translating these general considerations into film 

practice. 

Bearing in mind the difficulties that may be posed by such a network of 

issues, focused around the definition of critical discourse, which as a rule is not 

based on finite methodological foundations or a once and for all set of theoretical 

tools, a strictly defined context and research field were created. The 

concretization of the research area was guided primarily by the topicality of 

philosophical thought, the importance of postmodernism as the last, to this day, 

complete paradigm that has strongly influenced Western aesthetic thought, 

thinking, art, and critical theory along with the general, conceptual approach of 

European critical theory. This theory, being oriented towards building new 

qualities and exceeding the existing state of knowledge, is a complement rather 

than a contrast to the methods of analytical science, oriented around the study of 

specific fragments of reality using well-established knowledge and “hard”, 

“objective” scientific methodologies. 

Using the tools linguistically and conceptually developed by critical 

theories may be controversial when used as an academic research method. Thus, 

in the case of the chosen topic of work, it seems appropriate insofar as it serves to 

define new thought paths, film practices, concepts of aesthetics and creativity, and 
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to try to propose a new theoretical approach to establish relations between cinema 

and philosophy. The aim of the study is not to arrive at the point of objective truth 

about cinema, as it is the application of a hard, scientific method, but an attempt 

to propose how to think about cinema and the entities participating in it in a new, 

alternative, ethically, politically and aesthetically improved, more friendly and 

conscious way. It is subjective and debatable what alternative, aesthetic and more 

friendly way can mean here. To grasp it at a general level, more friendly is 

understood in relation to freedom, equality and justice – the concepts that are 

always considered by the critical thought and leftist thinkers.  

The goal here is neither entirely practical, philosophical, nor purely 

academic, conceptual, but aesthetic, ethical, political and artistic. Similar to the 

philosophical approaches of the thinkers cited in the work, the aim is to conduct a 

thought experiment, to propose new connections and meetings between 

philosophers, theories and concepts that could creatively contribute to a new 

thinking of aesthetic / film categories after the decline of postmodernism, while 

simultaneously referring to its logic. Such an approach is as risky as it is devoid 

of a strict methodology that could organize the discourse and lead clearly to the 

goal. It is based on concepts that cannot be definitively pinned down or subjected 

to unambiguous evaluation, such as creativity, new aesthetic quality, critical 

properties of cinema, emancipatory potential and a new dimension of subjectivity. 
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CHAPTER 1 – CONTINENTAL PHILOSOPHY AND CINEMA – CONTEXTS, 

TRADITIONS, EVOLUTION, LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

1.1. Overview of the tradition – historical outline 

 

This chapter is devoted to a review and introduction to the definitions of 

critical film studies, as well as philosophical contexts in which the subject of our 

research and the original thoughts of contemporary cinema philosophers are 

located. Although their views do not stem directly from the film studies tradition 

and they all are, above all, philosophers for whom cinema is not the main field of 

academic interest, in their original attitude, existing outside the dominant systems 

of knowledge and schools of thought, they remain the followers of philosophers 

who in a similar way found a fertile ground for reflection in film images. Moving 

on, in the following chapters, we will take a closer look at the achievements of 

the individual authors and how the intellectual traditions presented below 

resonate in each of them, allowing for a better understanding of their general 

attitude and the resulting original views and concepts for the study of cinema, art, 

politics and society. 

The first of these contexts is generally understood as the tradition of a 

philosophical approach to cinema, which is one of many possible research 

positions in film thought and arose on the basis of the need to pose the most 

general questions about the nature of cinema, its cultural role and the processes of 

experiencing it. At the same time, it is not oriented towards studying particular 

films from the angle of its historical changes, different stylistics, genres, form, 

means of expression. In general terms, such approach is oriented at examining 

film ontological, epistemological and aesthetic statuses.  

Secondly, the chapter discusses the tradition of Continental, French 

thought, which captures and develops philosophizing about cinema in its own 

way, distinguishing it from that practiced in the Anglo-Saxon, analytical tradition. 

It aims to synthesize the undertaken problems, destroy and redefine the existing 

divisions regarding knowledge and thinking about cinema, and introduce a free 

thought that argues with the tradition from which it originates. It is a thought that 
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strives for discord, revision, change and novelty. Nevertheless, although there are 

distinct binary opposed trends in Western philosophy, contemporary Continental 

thought aims at overpassing existing binary divisions to analysis and synthesis 

that serve to reproduce opposed positions at play. To summarise the key 

difference between the two tradition it can be described in the following way:  

 

The heart of the analytic/Continental opposition is most evident in 

methodology, that is, in a focus on analysis or on synthesis. 

Analytic philosophers typically try to solve fairly delineated 

philosophical problems by reducing them to their parts and to the 

relations in which these parts stand. Continental philosophers 

typically address large questions in a synthetic or integrative way, 

and consider particular issues to be ‘parts of the larger unities’ and 

as properly understood and dealt with only when fitted into those 

unities (Prado, 2003, p.10). 

  

Thirdly, the focus of this chapter is placed on the tradition of critical 

thought, which further narrows the context of Continental philosophy to a specific 

grid of issues, concepts, rates and research goals – primarily politics and ethics. 

This idea presents itself as radical, actively involved, oriented towards the 

external context in relation to cinema, forcing new thinking and practical 

solutions, both in everyday life and in the cinema as well. Deriving from these 

three intellectual traditions, the contemporary philosophers of cinema share 

common features at the level of the listed components that define them. The 

following parts of this chapter will serve as the background for further studies and 

review of historically existing positions and approaches that have been developed 

within the three traditions.  

 

 

1.2. The philosophy of cinema in the tradition of film studies 

 

In the field of film studies, one can research from the perspective of at 

least four academic positions. One of them is the history of cinema, which looks 
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at the development of films and their means of expression throughout the history. 

It is closely connected with the changes that take place in cinema over time, in a 

primarily diachronic perspective, and all the contexts and consequences that are 

associated with them and may bring cognitive benefits to the researchers and the 

discipline they are associated with. The historian, generally speaking, searches in 

the past for patterns and schemes that allow to properly organize the development 

of films, understand the existing relationships between them and their 

evolutionary processes. Its main task is to introduce order and understanding by 

finding and describing the relationships between films throughout the history of 

cinema (Kuhn, Westwell, 2020, p. 444). 

Another academic position is film criticism. It is interested in specific 

films and their aesthetic values. The task of film critics is to analyse and evaluate 

films that are preceded by an adequate knowledge of film culture, the ability to 

formulate judgments based on the acquired knowledge and adopted critical tools, 

to perceive non-film contexts in the aesthetic and thematic layers of films. Film 

criticism understood in this way not only assesses and evaluates films, but also 

sets and raises the standards of taste, activates the sensitivity of spectators and 

creators, and influences the directions of cinema development and evolution of 

film form. Of all possible branches of knowledge about film, it is most embedded 

in the present and up-to-date context, remaining in constant closeness and 

communication with the spectator, creators and film works (Kuhn, Westwell 

2020, p 409-410). 

The next position in film studies is film theory, which can be seen as 

focused on the past, present and future simultaneously. It is an interdisciplinary 

and/or post-disciplinary field of film studies that uses methods and tools 

developed by other disciplines of knowledge. It is closely related to the changes 

taking place in the field of broadly understood humanities, culture and society. 

Film theorists are primarily interested in the construction of concepts and 

theoretical models that can contribute to reflections on various layers of film 

aesthetics, film experience processes, film communication, psychology and 

emotional involvement of spectators, as well as the relationships between external 

contexts (political, social, religious, cultural) and processes of creation, operation 

and reception of films (Kuhn, Westwell 2020, p 423-424). 

Theories are – as J. Turner argues – stories about how and why events 
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occur. They focus on going beyond what is particular, towards what is general, 

fundamental and universal (Turner, 2004, p. 1). Film theory can be cultivated on 

two levels: practical and theoretical. Practice is about taking specific actions, and 

in the film context – it is about making films. On the other hand, theory can be 

defined as an observing practice, drawing conclusions and considering the 

regularities that govern it (Helman, Ostaszewski, 2010, p. 5). Not all reflections 

that were devoted to films can be classified as a theory, because theories are 

characterized by a diachronic perspective, preferring synchronic relations. To put 

it differently: a theorist will take into account the features of many films, which 

belong to the selected category or films in general, i.e., as a work, a manifestation 

of human activity in which a multiplicity of references is manifested. 

Today, film theory does not stop at analysing how cinema works and how 

films work, but goes far beyond “purely technical definitions of the phenomenon” 

(Helman, Ostaszewski, 2010, p. 6) and tries to explain the place of cinema in a 

much broader context: cultural, social, philosophical, artistic and political. The 

key features of theorizing are: mental emotional, speculation, based on deductive 

logic and being the basis of all theorizing; analytical character, because film 

theory takes into account not only the process of film communication, the 

aesthetic function of cinema or the emotional involvement of the spectator in the 

film, but also tries to find out what exactly is associated with such concepts as: 

communication, author’s intention, meaning, subject, language, text, genre or 

film manifestations of gender and its cultural meanings (Helman, Ostaszewski, 

2010, p. 5-6). 

What film is today remains as a complex concept as the undefinable 

concepts of life, death, justice, good, beauty, equality, essence. Film theory is just 

as important as metatheory, which is a reflection on theory itself. Possible views 

on what exactly a film is, depend on the concepts used to describe it, i.e., the 

concept of language, communication or personality adopted and applied. It 

currently functions as the main focus of interdisciplinary discourse, where 

theorists of various disciplines present their point of view, while at the same time 

placing great emphasis on reaching a terminological agreement.  

On the one hand, film theory can boast a variety of references to 

linguistics, literary studies, philosophy, political science, anthropology and 

psychology, while on the other - there is a risk of treating it as the “Grand 
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Theory” or “Grand Theory of Everything” (Helman, Ostaszewski, 2010, p. 343). 

A. Helman and J. Ostaszewski distinguish three periods in the course of 

developing film theory historically: the first one is the period of the reign of 

essentialist theories; the second – the period of systems theory; the third – 

fragmentary theorizing model (Helman, Ostaszewski, 2010, p. 8-9). 

The most important representatives of essentialist theories are: Hugo 

Münsterberg, Bela Balázs, Vsevolod Pudovkin, Rudolph Arnheim and Andre 

Bazin. All of them were united by the desire to answer the following questions: 

what is the essence of cinema? What is the uniqueness of watching and 

experiencing a film? They considered cinema in terms of Aristotle’s “essence”. 

During the systemic period, Jacques Lacan’s structural linguistics and 

psychoanalysis were used particularly often. Attempts were made to explain all 

issues related to film communication and its conditions. Systemic theories were 

perfectly embodied in: psychoanalytical theory, radical feminist theory and the 

current of ideological critique, otherwise referred to as post-structural theories. 

The fragmentary theorizing model is based on methodological pluralism within 

the interdisciplinary film theory. It is hard to disagree with Helman and 

Ostaszewski, who wrote: 

 

Finally, the invasion of video technology and the influence of 

television - which is often referred to as “the expansion of the 

audio-visual sphere” – made cinema a medium, considering its 

aesthetic, communicative, cultural, ideological, technical and 

economic aspects. As it can be seen, not only the approach 

(essentialist, systemic, fragmentary) changed, not only the tools 

(neo-Kantian aesthetics, formal theory, structural semiotics, 

structural Marxism, psychoanalytical and - later - cognitive 

theory), but also the object itself (apparatus as an invention), a 

market form of entertainment, a tool for the mechanical 

reproduction of reality, a work of art, a sign communication system 

or one of the audio-visual media) (Helman, Ostaszewski, 2010, p. 

9).  

 

The passion for the Grand Theory of Everything as a theory that loses its 



39 

 

subject of interest somewhere in the meanders of far-reaching researches, finally 

gave way to the intriguing notion of “Post-theory” (McQuillan, 1999). Along with 

it, a certain method of theorizing ended, which did not bring the expected results 

and was rather a cause of common trouble, and in its place another one was 

created – referring to the achievements of empirical research. Cognitivism is not 

as such a theory, but a new way of finding common places for various disciplines 

that study cinema and film as its main means of influence. Since there is no one 

firm and complete methodology that would define cognitive approach, it remains 

a term that combines variety of methods and academic tools that are oriented 

towards more scientific examination of the nature of human cognition.  

There are numerous contradictions within it, the strongest of which is 

described as the opposition between “hard” and “soft” cognitivism1. The first is 

“oriented towards the computer metaphor and artificial intelligence” and the 

second – on the human body (Helman, Ostaszewski, 2010, p. 345). Cognitivism 

has scientific background and it originated from MIT and Harvard. The subject of 

its research is therefore “acts of recognition, understanding, inference, 

interpretation, judging, memory and imagination” (Helman, Ostaszewski, 2010, 

p. 345). Instead of advancing newer and more controversial hypotheses, film 

theory should focus on analysing, explaining and criticizing individual 

phenomena. 

Cinema is an artificially constructed, intentional world that combines 

images, narratives, characters and plots. It evolves historically thanks to a huge 

number of dialectical references to the outside world, in which one can observe 

the coexistence of a multitude of equal orders: social, technological, aesthetic, 

political, cultural or economic. The Grand Theory of Everything presented an 

attempt to describe the phenomena, processes, and factors that influenced the 

development of film form, but its failure turned out to its impossibility to clearly 

establish which elements should be implemented, i.e., since there is no clear 

answer to the question why these and not the other elements should be considered 

a permanent “attribute” of the codified film language. There are many ways of 

gaining knowledge and interpreting phenomena in the real, man-made world. Can 

 
1  It is based on hard sciences: neurophysiology, psycholinguistics, computer science. At the 

same time, it proposes to use the achievements of “naturalistic” sciences, i.e., in terms of the 

methods used, which should be analogous in all sciences, because only thanks to this will it be 

highly probable to approach phenomena that actually occur. 
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it be free of all values? Can it explain the actual functioning of the empirical 

world in which humans live? Is its observation, obtaining the results and their 

analysis the best method of revising the reality? 

To sum up, film theory is characterized primarily by a synchronous 

perspective, recognizing the rules and structures governing the formation of a 

film form, genres, themes or means of film expression. For a better understanding 

of the subject matter, theorists refer in their research to the history of cinema, the 

history of film thought and other academic or scientific disciplines which, in their 

opinion, can contribute to a better understanding of the subject of research. For 

theoreticians, adopting various perspectives and research methods is also 

associated with the recognition of cinema and films in their functioning in 

different contexts, but also in relation to other artistic practices, cultural 

phenomena, political and social changes. 

Film theory is characterized by abstractness, analyticity, systemness, and 

interdisciplinarity (Helman, Ostaszewski, 2010, p. 5-7).  Abstractness and 

analyticity refer to the theoretical exploration of the general nature of the 

concepts that accompany film as such, without having to refer to specific film 

examples – such as editing, genre, language, music, meaning, text, 

communication, subject, style. Actual film examples also confirm the correctness 

of the theoretical reflection by constituting a practical field into which it can be 

translated into. Systemness and interdisciplinarity, on the other hand, refer to the 

ways studies are practiced, their placement in tradition, methods of developing a 

theoretical apparatus and a coherent academic model that can be used to study the 

subject matter. In this sense, theory constitutes, more or less, a systematized 

network of concepts and views that are connected with other areas of the 

humanities and derive from them theoretical foundations for creating their own 

research models. Modelling is also important for theoretical knowledge, it is the 

basis for its research method, the possibility of practical application, verification 

and further development. 

The last field of film thought, which largely overlaps with the theoretical 

approach and which this dissertation is concerned with, is the philosophy of 

cinema. It enters an even more general and abstract level than the theoretical 

approach, focusing on the most basic issues of the existence of films – ontology 

of cinema, the nature of subjectivity, the cognitive nature of films, their 
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experience, but also the relationship between cinema and the world, as well as 

between film and language. Being a field related to philosophical aesthetics and 

partly deriving from it, it simultaneously resigns from the need to create models 

for film research and proposing a coherent network of concepts with practical use 

for studying film examples. It does not mean, however, that it is doomed to move 

only in the world of abstractions and concepts detached from reality. 

Deleuzian Cinema is a good example of such an approach. In one work, 

the author synthesized historical, philosophical and theoretical approaches, 

combining abstract concepts with historical film examples and the philosophical 

possibilities of films expressed through images. His stance, however, is not that of 

a theorist, as he focuses more on the philosophical consequences of the systemic 

treatment of the classification of film images than on building models and 

research tools to use them when analysing film examples. His approach is also 

oriented around the visual-auditory layer of images and their moving and 

temporal aspects. In this sense, he is above all an aesthetic philosopher, much 

more than a theoretician of cinema. 

However, the understanding of the philosophy of cinema should not be 

narrowed down to the field of aesthetics, as it may consider issues far beyond the 

area of aesthetic deliberation. Moreover, perhaps, as Deleuze and Agamben, 

Rancière and Badiou did, redefine the meaning of aesthetics as a philosophical or 

artistic concept, extending it to political and ethical aspects. The critical potential 

of the above authors’ projects shows fully the problematic approach to propose a 

coherent definition of the philosophy of cinema. The reason for this state of 

affairs may be the fact that great importance was attached to the redefinition of 

dialectics and the divisions that set the boundaries between disciplines in the 

periodization of history, both in philosophical thought, reflection on cinema, and 

art. By redefinition of dialectics the philosophers put a strong emphasis on 

shifting from the classical definition of this term – after Plato, Hegel – and 

showing more complex, non-linear and non-binary nature of it. One of the 

examples that shows how dialectics can be redefined nowadays is provided by 

Agamben and his concept of potentiality – that shows that the dialectics of 

passive and active, not doing – doing is not simply based on two opposed terms 

that are totally separated from each other.  

The philosophy of cinema is a more open, abstract field, freed from the 
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necessity of regularity and modelling, comparing it to film theory. At the same 

time, it may contain features that belong to the theoretical approach, and this is 

often the case in order to find confirmation in the real world for abstract 

knowledge and to better illustrate complex philosophical ideas. The main 

difference between them lies in the adopted academic attitude, the relation to the 

subject of research and the goals of the deliberations undertaken. 

Many studies on cinema can be attributed to both philosophy and theory, 

and the boundaries between them can be problematic and arbitrary. It can 

generally be assumed that a philosophical approach is one that in its cognitive or 

research method exceeds the empirical attitude, explicitly uses philosophical 

references and focuses on analysing primarily abstract concepts, crossing the 

boundaries of film worlds rather than technical concepts, specific only to cinema. 

On the other hand, film theory develops concepts that can be considered 

cinematic, abstract and philosophical, such as: narration, author, visuality, 

movement, time, plot, subject, image. 

Thus, theoretical and philosophical considerations can permeate and 

complement each other, moving from abstract to analytical, technical and 

cinematic. The vagueness of the boundaries between them should perhaps be left 

unsolved. It is safe to assume that a philosophical reflection is, first of all, one 

that reflects on ontological and epistemological issues. As far as cinema is 

concerned, they are related to its essence and general properties. Theory, on the 

other hand, enters the area of films, their technical aspects and peculiarities 

belonging only to them, examining them on the examples of specific films, forms 

and genres. 

Philosophy of cinema does not focus solely on films and explaining their 

structures. Its essence is not primarily to analyse the processes accompanying the 

creation or experience of films. Nevertheless, when entering the area of 

metaphysical considerations, it may include defining concepts that can be 

translated into theoretical language in the further course of reflection. Philosophy 

creates a bridge between disciplines, but not of an interdisciplinary nature, 

borrowing knowledge from other academic disciplines for the purpose of building 

a theoretical model. 

Philosophy of cinema explores the general nature of cinema as an audio-

visual medium or phenomenon. At the same time, it does not position films as 
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research subjects, nor does it create systemic and hard divisions into the subject 

of knowledge with its conceptual model and subject of inquiry, problem or 

subject of knowledge that is to be solved and explained in the course of the 

analysis. In this sense, philosophical approach is postdisciplinary, transcending 

the divisions of knowledge and creating new academic qualities rather than 

drawing inspiration from the divisions that already exist, thereby strengthening 

and reproducing them. 

In the field of film philosophy, there may be various ways of establishing 

the subject-object relationship through which cinema connects with philosophical 

deliberation. One of them includes the approach that uses cinema to illustrate 

philosophical theses to better explain abstract arguments. Some of the issues that 

may be addressed in the course of philosophical practice understood in this way 

relate to: the essence of cinema as a cultural phenomenon, the necessary 

conditions for its definition, the cognitive and emotional involvement of 

spectators in the process of perceiving audio-visual reality, psychological 

processes such as identification, desire, understanding that can be better 

visualized in relation to cinema, understood as a space of condensed 

processes governing reality as such. Such an approach refers to film examples, 

but the purpose of these references is not focused on the films themselves, their 

structure and understanding of the processes underlying their creation, but refers 

to the very cognitive mechanisms, human emotional involvement, as well as 

building subjectivity in aesthetic experiences. 

In the history of film thought, there are many examples of such use of 

cinema that searches for meanings and theories in it that could strengthen the 

practices of linguistic explanation of reality. Among the most important are: 

formalism, semiology, structuralism, pragmatics and psychoanalysis. The 

common feature of these models is the adoption of a semiological perspective, 

based on the view that film and its formal elements are characterized by a sign 

nature, relating them to a code within a linguistic structure. These approaches 

were born out of the structural linguistic theory of Ferdinand de Saussure (de 

Saussure, 1916) and are based on the multiplication of the divisions between 

images and what they can refer to. Each time they look for interpretation and 

meaning outside the film, in the language, its structure, functions and role. 

Between each of these approaches, it is a general attitude towards cinema as a 
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subject of research, which can be reduced to structures that already exist and do 

not belong as such to the film world – the structure of language, dreams, 

subconsciousness, desire, lack, psychological processes. 

Another way to establish the subject-object relationship in the field of film 

philosophy is to abolish the existing hierarchy and treat cinema as an autonomous 

philosophical subject. In this approach, cinema can be a kind of philosophy and 

propose its own views on the issues of beauty, truth and nature. In this way, any 

other kind of art can become the subject of philosophy, be it theatre, music, 

literature, dancing or painting. The reason why cinema has become the most 

important philosophical actor in European thought today is the fact that it uses, 

within one artistic practice, all the most important categories that have been taken 

up by philosophy for years: movement, time, space, thought, language, images. 

In the most comprehensive and holistic way, it creates alternative worlds that the 

spectator experiences mentally, emotionally, spiritually and bodily, in the most 

perfect and absorbing spectator’s attention. It builds an aesthetic reality by 

engaging and influencing its cognitive processes. 

This kind of perception of cinema as a complete art accompanied critical 

philosophers, beginning with Deleuze, who proposed this non-hierarchical, 

democratic way of uniting the position of the researcher with the researched 

object. In a relationship understood in this way, which eliminates duality, cinema 

thinks for itself through images, takes up philosophical issues and can serve 

philosophy as an equal partner in creating concepts and thinking. Philosophy of 

cinema is not a philosophy about cinema here, but a philosophy-cinema, in which 

films are philosophical events and create concepts without the use of linguistic 

structures, moreover, often remaining extra-linguistic, impossible to express 

through language. 

In this philosophical approach, cinema has the ability to initiate changes in 

the vast space of human activity: in the social field, in thinking and sensitivity, 

perception of everyday phenomena, experiencing reality. It is able to unite 

thoughts and images without having to create divisions between them, thus 

creating the foundations for a new, interpersonal communication, which from 

today’s perspective may still seem abstract and difficult to understand. This 

communication would be based on specific components of cinema, such as 

image, movement, editing, and would not be described by grammatical rules and 
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the logic of language. It would be a kind of non-linear and non-verbal 

communication in which thoughts, emotions, sensations, beauty, cognition and 

truth would be conveyed in the key of non-linguistic logic. 

Philosophy of cinema, understood as the practice of rethinking the 

principles of communication, both between language and cinema, and the new 

communication possibilities of cinema itself, does not seek a subordination 

relationship between abstract concepts and images. The point where one should 

look for a link between them is the very act of thinking and the creation of 

concepts and experiences, which by nature cannot be reduced to a hierarchical 

relationship between language and image. Cinema philosophizes within the 

means of expression specific only to itself, separate from the logic of linguistic 

thinking, inexpressible also in the literary layer of films – narratives, plots, and 

stories. 

Important, creative and innovative representatives of this line of thinking 

about cinema are Deleuze, Agamben, Rancière and Badiou. Over the last two 

decades, there has also been a group of academics who defend this approach to 

the philosophy of cinema, remaining close to philosophizing in the European, 

Continental tradition: Daniel Frampton (2006), Stephen Mulhall (2002), Aaron 

Smuts (2009) and Thomas Wartenberg (2007). On the other hand, in the last 

twenty years, a group of philosophers from the Anglo-Saxon tradition, who 

criticize the non-scientific (in the sense of hard sciences), radical, leftist and 

recognizing the free subjectivity of cinema approach, have also formed an 

important trend: Russell (2000), Murray Smith (2006). 

The most important area of opposition represented by analytical thinkers 

is the lack of clear scientific methods in film philosophy and its several variants 

(critical, psychoanalytical). In their view, reliance on language and the formation 

of concepts cannot constitute a valid value for an academic approach that aspires 

to be a separate field of knowledge about cinema. Lack of objective, quantitative 

methods and measurable academic tools are the key elements that analytical 

philosophers reject in Continental approach. 

  

1.3. Towards the philosophy of cinema – the review of approaches 
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In the tradition of European philosophy, from which critical theory 

originated, interest in cinema appeared very early, shortly after the birth of film, 

and continues to this day. This part of the thesis presents a map of names and 

possible philosophical perspectives that are part of this tradition. This will allow 

us to look at the subject of research of this dissertation in the context of a broader 

view, recognition of historical sources and inspirations from which contemporary 

critical thoughts about cinema originate. The context drawn here will not 

logically and easily deduce how early philosophies of cinema influenced its 

contemporary forms. To illustrate this issue more fully, the perspective of viewing 

should be broadened to include contexts unrelated to cinema or philosophizing 

about it. Nevertheless, in the course of over a hundred years of European thought 

about cinema, there will be names and theories that, after years of oblivion, have 

gained a second life and have been incorporated into the contemporary 

philosophy of cinema. Their presentation below will give an idea of the directions 

of development initiated by contemporary authors, while the illustration of other 

philosophical perspectives in the European tradition will give a broader picture of 

how different stakes, methods and goals guided it over the course of over a 

hundred years. 

On the map of philosophical positions in the academic treatment of 

cinema that have appeared since the beginning of the last century, critical theory 

is one of the many representatives, and also, one of the younger one. Among the 

remaining ones, which have entered the tradition of film studies with a greater or 

lesser influence, there are: structuralism, semiotics, existentialism, 

phenomenology, feminism, gender studies, Marxism, ideological critique, 

hermeneutics, and psychoanalysis. The Continental tradition is also rich in 

philosophical deliberations by individual authors who either do not explicitly 

belong to any of the above-mentioned positions or who dealt with cinema 

academically only for a short period of time, by including it in a wider 

philosophical reflection. It is this way of philosophizing about images that is 

typical of Deleuze and his followers. All of them dealt with cinema in the late 

period of their academic careers, when their intellectual stakes and original 

projects were already clearly outlined, and subsequently written books in a 

methodical way developed previously undertaken issues and built a set of 

concepts (despite the frequent shift between themes and problem areas). 
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The first, historically speaking, philosopher to tackle the subject of cinema 

and to problematize it creatively was Henri Bergson. He is also an example of a 

thinker whose influence on cinema thought has been forgotten or fully ignored. It 

was not until the mid-1980s, when Deleuze published his ground-breaking 

Cinema, that Bergson’s theories were brought back into the academic discourse of 

film, while gaining new readings and meanings. The key issue of Bergson, which 

the author of Difference and Repetition undertook years later, was duration and 

time, as well as the abolition of the division into images as a property of the 

external world and thought as a property of mind. For Bergson, cinema made it 

possible to visualize and define the difference between the key concepts for his 

entire thought – duration and materialized movement. Let us see two quotes that 

justifies Bergson’s innovative thoughts about cinema: 

 

Such is the contrivance of the cinematograph. And such is also that 

of our knowledge. Instead of attaching ourselves to the inner 

becoming of things, we place ourselves outside them in order to 

recompose their becoming artificially. We take snapshots, as it 

were, of the passing reality. We may therefore sum up that the 

mechanism of our ordinary knowledge is of a cinematographic 

kind (Bergson, 2003, p. 332). 

 

For that is what our habitual representations of movement and 

change hinders us from seeing. If movement is a series of positions 

and change a series of states, time is made up of distinct parts 

immediately adjacent to one another. No doubt we still say that 

they follow one another, but in that case this succession is similar 

to that of the images on a cinematographic film: the film could be 

run off ten, a hundred, even a thousand times faster without the 

slightest modification in what was being shown; if its speed were 

increased to infinity, if the unrolling (this time, away from the 

apparatus) became instantaneous, the pictures would still be the 

same. Succession thus understood, therefore, adds nothing; on the 

contrary, it takes something away; it marks a deficit; it reveals a 

weakness in our perception, which is forced by this weakness to 
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divide up the film image by image instead of grasping it in the 

aggregate (Bergson, 2003, p. 17-18). 

 

Although Bergson was the first one to include cinema in philosophical 

deliberations, he did not recognize its creative and critical possibilities and 

regarded film as a false ally, producing merely the illusion of perception. He 

perceived the invention of cinema itself as part of a mechanical representation of 

reality that did not create new qualities, but only duplicate the mechanisms of 

perception. 

In addition, he attributed to cinema only intuitively, not intellectually or 

cognitively, so he deprived it of the potential to create concepts and mental 

structures, focusing only on its properties of reproducing movement. It is 

important though that he recognized the superiority of painting over cinema in 

terms of the ability to reflect the character of reality and the possibility of 

building concepts due to its static nature, enabling deeper contemplation. 

In the tradition of French thought after Bergson and after the Second 

World War, more and more philosophical studies dealing with the subject of 

cinema began to appear. The most important authors include: Gilbert Cohen Seat 

and his Essai sur les principes d’une philosophie du film (1946) and Jean Epstein, 

above all, his work L’Intelligence d’une machine (1946). It is worth adding that 

Epstein’s theories also became an important inspiration for both Deleuze in 

writing Cinema (1985, 1987) and for Rancière in his fundamental book about 

film, Film Fables (2006). 

Shortly after the war, French filmology also flourished, which in 1947-

1961 institutionalized film studies at the Sorbonne University as a separate field 

of university knowledge. For the first time, an interdisciplinary approach to the 

study of cinema has emerged, combining a sociological, psychological (mainly 

dealing with film perception), anthropological and philosophical perspectives. 

Without a coherent academic program or a specific method of theoretical 

analysis, it mainly focused on aesthetic and semiological issues, as well as 

building a comprehensive approach to the study of the phenomenon of cinema. 

A breakthrough figure for French film thought (and for the philosophy of 

cinema in general) was the theorist, filmmaker and critic, Jean Mitry. As one of 

the first post-war thinkers, he undertook a truly philosophical reflection on film, 
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made a synthesis of the theories existing in his time and proposed a truly new 

quality of thinking about cinema. He was also an extremely prolific author, 

devoting separate volumes to the subject of cinema from the theoretical, 

philosophical, historical and film perspectives. 

In one of his extensive studies, Esthétique et psychologie du cinéma, he 

synthesized the historical perspective and theoretical approaches in three 

volumes, proposing the systematization of existing film knowledge. The 

breakthrough element of his undertaking was the attempt to break the deadlock of 

theories existing in his time, which for the first half-century of duration firmly 

insisted on one model and a single perspective of the subject of research, in order 

to generally solve all problems related to cinema. The main, unsettled dispute 

among theoreticians has become the question of the unambiguous assignment of 

cinema to one of the two models of reference to reality - its reproduction or 

creation. Mitry’s important contribution was his recognition of the problem as 

misplaced and breaking with the dichotomy of this division. Like Bergson, he 

decided to start thinking about cinema by rethinking the definitions and 

boundaries between them, which determined the limited ways of approaching the 

subject and contributed mainly to maintaining the same disputes. 

The gesture of breaking divisions, establishing new perspectives for 

sharing and combining knowledge and the aesthetic field became the leitmotif for 

Deleuze, which allowed him to propose a completely new classification of film 

images. This approach to cinema was also presented by Agamben, Rancière and 

Badiou, who, before they dealt with cinema, showed that the existing forms and 

divisions, existing both in philosophical knowledge, in the ways of presenting the 

historicalness and history of art (and cinema), as well as in defining cinema and 

its aesthetic layer are the real basis of the problem that needs to be focused on in 

order to be able to solve it. 

In the spirit of Mitry’s approach understood in this way, he shows the 

creation-reproduction division as belonging to one, comprehensive aesthetic field 

existing within the same cinematic experience. Here, he is inspired by the 

philosophical act of abolishing the subject-object dualism and perceiving reality 

as both immanent and transcendent, defining it as an absolute reality. His 

understanding was as follow: “If filmic language does not reflect thought in the 

way in which it produces itself much better than could do words which only 
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crystallize thoughts in the form of more or less independent ideas by translating a 

thought that is already achieved (Mitry, 1987, p. 90).  

Another significant element that turned out to be crucial for both Mitry 

and contemporary philosophers about cinema was placing the concept of the 

image at the centre of reflection along with its property of showing the pre-signs, 

emphasizing the essence of editing as the primary mean of expression of films, 

and the film’s ability to portray dialectics of everyday life that cannot be easily 

grasped conceptually within binary oppositions.  

These elements, along with the aforementioned synthesizing approach, an 

attempt to comprehensively understand cinema and establish its essence beyond 

the divisions existing in academic knowledge, are characteristic of the entire 

European philosophical tradition, not only related to cinema, and guide the 

projects of contemporary authors who, in a similar spirit, strive to propose a 

synthetic approach to cinema and combine it with philosophy in the key of the 

identities existing between them.  

While complementing the map of historical positions of thought about 

cinema in the French tradition and approaching critical thought, it is worth to 

mention two phenomena that emerged in the 1960s and significantly influenced 

the radicalization of philosophical reflection on cinema and its creative practice. 

Firstly, it is essential to mention André Bazin, co-founder of Les Cahiers du 

cinema, which launched the author’s theory and opened a new period of thinking 

and talking about cinema. On the pages of this magazine, which brought together 

filmmakers, artists, critics and academics, philosophy of cinema flourished, and 

started existing as being a synthesis of structuralism, semiotics, psychoanalysis 

and Marxism. Despite the unquestionable validity and importance of Bazin’s 

theory and the influences it had on both the world of film criticism and 

filmmaking itself, the very shift in thinking about cinema initiated by the author is 

also significant, showing that cinema can be thought in a way that is much 

different than it has been done before.  

Three key concepts are most often associated with Bazin, which constitute 

the core of his theoretical deliberations: realism, photographic ontology and total 

cinema. All these concepts result from each other and can be understood in 

conjunction. Bazin made a distinction between those who believe in the image 

and those who believe in reality. This distinction results from his belief that the 
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ontological status of photography and film is essentially different from that of 

painting or other visual arts. Photography and film have the ability to reproduce 

reality and are basically behind a different desire of the creator - the desire to 

recreate the world and stop time. If an artist is primarily concerned with this 

aspect of reproducing reality, then he places less emphasis on its creation and 

more on trying to understand what he reproduces in order to best reflect this 

essence using the available medium. For Bazin, cinema was a kind of art that had 

perfect predispositions to convey the essence of the reproduced reality, and 

therefore to “preserve” it on film. Bazin’s desire was for the film to provide a 

holistic view of reality, being recorded in order to best reflect its place and time 

by giving up some means of expression which, in his opinion, manipulate the 

image (editing), and putting more emphasis on those that better reflect the nature 

of the world - image, movement, sound. His idea of perfect cinema has become 

total cinema, that is, cinema that reproduces reality in the most perfect way. 

The second trend in French film thought is leftist ideological critique, 

which brings us much closer to understanding the critical attitude towards cinema 

than Bazin’s thought, who rather abstracted from external contexts for the 

purpose of deriving the essence of cinema, focusing on its technical possibilities. 

Representatives of the left-wing ideological critique, incorporating the concept of 

ideology into film thought, took up reflections of a political and ethical nature, at 

the same time taking into account such non-film contexts as: the economic 

system, power relations, the Marxist understanding of society and culture or the 

influence of social organization on people’s lives and their experience of the 

world and art. The next chapter will illustrate the development trajectory of the 

concept of ideology among critical thinkers and throughout the history of film 

thought. This will allow us to observe how critical sensitivity has developed in 

academic film studies from its beginning and how it has changed historically over 

the course of a century. Before this trajectory of the concept of ideology is 

presented, let us look at the very sources of the critical theory, which became the 

basis for later film thought and for the contemporary philosophy of cinema. 

 

1.4. Origins of critical theory as the basis of film philosophy 
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As history develops, critical theory - as an intellectual program of active 

opposition to oppressive discourses – undergoes, like the object of its offensive, 

constant qualitative modifications. Although the essence of critical theory is 

fixed, the ways in which it is implemented in specific theoretical practices are 

variable. The meaning and functions of critical theory are not fixed once and for 

all, but are regulated through the historical process. Both experienced structural 

transformations in the cultural, social, political and economic fields, as well as the 

constant negotiation of theoretical rates of critical attitude, which are not a simple 

resultant of changes in the subject of her criticism, lie at the basis of these 

changes 

Like any social theory, it is inextricably linked with the historical moment 

and is a material document of the era in which it was set. Its character and object 

constitute a cut-out part of a variable time-space whole; all of the evolving social 

relations inscribed in the framework of a specific historical time. The perception 

of theoretical thought as an element integrated with the social world is connected 

with the Marxist dialectical relation of influence resulting from the materialistic 

implication of the theory of knowledge, where, as Marx wanted, matter is not a 

product of spirit, but spirit is the greatest product of matter.  

Similarly, as a result of dialectical tensions and inspiration from the 

philosophy of the creator of German Ideology, the concept of “critical theory” 

was born in the circle of the Frankfurt School. Its author and one of the main 

intellectual leaders – Max Horkheimer - first used it in a 1937 essay entitled 

Traditional and Critical Theory Today: Toward a Critical Political Science 

(Horkheimer, 2017). He developed a new conceptual apparatus through polemical 

references to the traditional theoretical model and structural changes taking place 

in capitalist society. Listing successively the weaknesses and limitations (but also 

the possibilities) of traditional theory, he contrasted it with a new philosophical 

position, critical of fossilized thinking, embedded in the logic imposed by the 

dominant discourses. 

Starting from the primary assumption that the future of humanity depends 

on the existence of a critical attitude and defining the tasks of criticism as 

“supporting a historical tendency Horkheimer set a goal and a path for 

understanding a new way of cultivating critical discourse. Pointing to reason as a 

necessary pass to carry out emancipatory projects, he assigned to thinking the role 
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of an intellectual saviour from the fetters of systemic subordination and mental 

enslavement. However, in order for such a critical project to be defined and to be 

able to find an outlet in practical implementation, it is necessary to settle accounts 

with the previously dominant model of theory and to extend the newly created 

critical discourse by inserting it into the general social context (including the 

subject’s entanglement in history):  

 

The social sciences take human and nonhuman nature in its 

entirety as given and are concerned only with how relationships 

are established between man and nature and between man and 

man. However, an awareness of this relativity, immanent in 

bourgeois science, in the relationship between theoretical thought 

and facts, is not enough to bring the concept of theory to a new 

stage of development. What is needed is a radical reconsideration, 

not of the scientist alone, but of the knowing individual as such 

(Horkheimer, 2017, p. 199).  

 

The basic error of traditional theory – according to Horkheimer – was the 

recognition of its autonomous status, an attempt to transcend the horizons of the 

epoch, and to reduce the importance of experience in creating a theoretical 

argument. 

Descartes is considered to be the progenitor of the concept of traditional 

theory, who in his considerations on the ontological status of the subject created 

an abstract model of the individual, not related to the social world and separated 

from the material contexts of embedding. As a result, the author of Discourse on 

Method did not focus on the subject area in relation to empirical data but only on 

speculative reasoning, guided by common sense and trust in intuition. 

Born out of Cartesian philosophy, traditional theory is also the result of 

idealistic thinking. It is based on “universal”, metaphysical theses, without taking 

into account historical processes as conditions for the possibility of significant 

changes of both the subject and the object. It is a hard, “monadic” descriptive 

model that treats the theory and its object as two separate entities, connected only 

in an abstract theoretical approach, not oriented to the analysis of empirical facts. 

“The objective occurrence is independent of the theory, and this independence is 
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part of its necessity: the observer as such can effect no change in the object” 

(Horkheimer, 2017, p. 229). Knowledge constructed in such a theoretical model, 

flowing in the direction from subject to object, is a product of facts which, on the 

basis of reason, assume the status of direct and objective data that shape cognitive 

processes. “Meanwhile, a conscious critical attitude is part of the development of 

society.”  

 

A consciously critical attitude, however, is part of the development 

of society: the construing of the course of history as the necessary 

product of an economic mechanism simultaneously contains both a 

protest against this order of things, a protest generated by the order 

itself, and the idea of self-determination for the human race, that is 

the idea of a state of affairs in which man’s actions no longer flow 

from a mechanism but from his own decision. The judgment 

passed on the necessity inherent in the previous course of events 

implies here a struggle to change it from a blind to a meaningful 

necessity. If we think of the object of the theory in separation from 

the theory, we falsify it and fall into quietism or conformism. 

Every part of the theory presupposes the critique of the existing 

order and the struggle against it along lines determined by the 

theory itself (Horkheimer, 2017, p. 229).  

 

The process of the formation of the subject and object in this case is 

grounded in the feedback loop and is always embedded in and conditioned by 

social reality. Transformations in the objective-subjective field are regulated 

outside the consciousness of the subject, but also – as Kant wanted – by the 

subject mediated. According to the author of The Criticism of Pure Reason, the 

creator of the critical theory, human perception is able to recognize only 

phenomena – sensory impressions conceptually presented by the subject, which 

constitute an indirect form of cognition. However, he does not have access to the 

so-called noumena - extra-rational transcendent reality, things in themselves. 

Kant calls the aporia of direct knowledge of noumen cognitive agnosticism, and 

thus closes the possibility of research leading to their knowledge, condemning the 

subject to use only indirect representations: 
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The understanding is therefore not a faculty of intuition. But 

besides intuition there is no other kind of cognition than through 

concepts. Thus, the cognition of every, at least human, 

understanding is a cognition through concepts, not intuitive but 

discursive. All intuitions, as sensible, rest on affections, concepts 

therefore on functions. By a function, however, I understand the 

unity of the action of ordering different representations under a 

common one. Concepts are therefore grounded on the spontaneity 

of thinking, as sensible intuitions are grounded on the receptivity 

of impressions. Now the understanding can make no other use of 

these concepts than that of judging by means of them. […] a 

concept is thus never immediately related to an object, but is 

always related to some other representation of it (whether that be 

an intuition or itself already a concept). Judgment is therefore the 

mediate cognition of an object, hence the representation of a 

representation of it (Kant, 1999, p. 205). 

 

Horkheimer developed Kantian way of thinking about the subject-object 

relationship, replacing the transcendent sphere to which, according to Kant, 

cognition is not allowed, with the totality of material productive forces that define 

the nature of social formations and the sphere of specific intersubjectivity. He did 

not look for the answers to the questions about the causes of the generation of 

inequalities outside of the social reality (because, as historical materialists claim, 

there is nothing outside of it), but in line with the interpretation of historical 

materialism, he aimed at economic dependencies, which are the source of all 

social problems. 

The distinction drawn from Marx between the base and the superstructure, 

as areas influencing each other, is translated in the Frankfurt scholar into the 

essential ontological category of the concept of critical theory. This allowed for a 

real separation and examination of the subject in the return relation to its subject 

domain. Critical theory marked by historical materialism, analyzing economic 

relations within society, is therefore nothing more than an economic theory of 

society, focused on “moments of the social process of production” (Horkheimer, 



56 

 

2017, p. 197). 

Although the thesis about the conditioning of social activity by the 

economic and social base, borrowed from Marx, is widely taken up by 

Horkheimer, the nature of this conditioning is far from the simple thesis of 

economic determinism. Closer to his reasoning is to think about the historically 

changing dialectical relationships between individual social fields and the mutual 

overlapping of the subjective and objective spheres. The aim of the creator of the 

critical theory was an attempt to: 

 

transcend the tension and to abolish the opposition between the 

individual’s purposefulness, spontaneity, and rationality, and those 

work-process relationships on which society is built. Critical 

thought has a concept of man as in conflict with himself until this 

opposition is removed. (Horkheimer, 2017, p. 210).  

  

Just as the nature of social relations undergoes historical and structural 

metamorphoses, the process of co-shaping the subject and the object is constantly 

taking place: they are materially conditioned - they are an immanent product of 

history, human activity and the changing parameters of social relations marked by 

class struggle. 

Similarly, the cultural whole, constituting a Marxist superstructure, has its 

sources in the relations of production and is constructed on their level. The way in 

which culture is shaped in relation to the return to the base is the result of the 

work of ideology, which aims to mask exploitation, subordinate subjects and 

perpetuate inequalities in society. Ideology creates culture, but also reproduces 

itself at its level, imposing a set of social practices on subjects and modelling 

them in accordance to specific rules. Althusser, who became an important figure 

for the theoreticians of cinema of the 1960s and 1970s, who in turn based their 

reflections on the nature of the film medium on this concept. 

Horkheimer’s understanding of ideology is quite different. It is based on 

the Marxist understanding of the concept as an objectively “false consciousness” 

that allows for separation from the truth by recognizing the interests of the ruling 

class. Additionally, he points to the level of the base as a place of ideological 

reproduction that marks subjects. Ideology understood in this way can be 
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translated into theses about his critical theory derived by the Frankfurt scholar. 

 Recognizing the totality of material living conditions as a factor which 

determine the character of the subject and object, Horkheimer broke with the 

purely speculative nature of traditional theory, which, through abstract and 

fragmented theorizing, cannot be “an exponent of an incalculable social 

mechanism” (Horkheimer, 2017, p. 197). Social theory, he argued, must move 

from a concept in which the one-sidedness that inevitably arises when separating 

intellectual, partial processes from total social practice is abolished. 

 

The isolated consideration of particular activities and branches of 

activity, along with their contents and objects, requires for its 

validity an accompanying concrete awareness of its own limitations. 

A conception is needed which overcomes the one-sidedness that 

necessarily arises when limited intellectual processes are detached 

from their matrix in the total activity of society. In the idea of theory 

which the scholar inevitably reaches when working purely within his 

own discipline, the relation between fact and conceptual ordering of 

fact offers a point of departure for such a corrective conception. 

(Horkheimer, 2017, p. 199).  

 

 

The analysis of the complex mechanisms of social reality requires a broad 

systemic approach that would not be limited to one academic field, but cut the 

problem plane with a number of different theoretical approaches. 

The creator of the critical theory emphasizes the primacy of its holistic 

nature for the possibility of a complete study of social issues. Thanks to this, 

“critical theory became the philosophical foundation of an interdisciplinary 

cognitive undertaking, which, thanks to the unification of efforts of theorists and 

empiricists, was to protect social research against the idolized abstractness of 

structures detached from empiricism, on the one hand, and against disintegration 

in the chaos of fractography on the other” (Horkheimer 2017, p. 199).  

The philosopher of the Frankfurt school, while conducting a study of 

theoretical flaws and deficiencies of traditional theory, at the same time treated it 

as an inspiring point of reference for the development of research on the 
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emancipatory discourse. Wherever he found the usefulness of the academic 

aspect of traditional theory for a critical attitude, he saw positive opportunities 

that had been squandered by the previous model of thinking due to the 

abandonment of progressive goals and the inability to profit from the issues raised 

by it.  

What determined the final rejection of the traditional attitude and taking 

up the creation of a critical theory was, above all, the self-preservation and purely 

speculative nature of the former, leading to mental stagnation and systemic 

usefulness. It should be remembered, however, that (according to dialectical 

reasoning in a classical sense) the new way of thinking practiced by Horkheimer 

was derived to a large extent also by a qualitative change of the object, in this 

case – a capitalist society dominated by the bourgeoisie. It becomes obvious then 

to abandon the traditional model of thinking, unshakable in the face of a 

dynamically evolving environment, and even capable of maintaining the status 

quo of the present social formation: 

 

Traditional theory is characterized by measurable utility – it finds 

application in systemic practice, contributes to the reproduction of 

existing social relations, serves self-preservation. However, in a 

situation where the pressing need becomes a qualitative change of 

the entire system, because its further reconstruction threatens the 

interests of humanity, the usefulness of the traditional theory fails. 

In such a situation it turns out that specialized rationality, subject 

to the rigors of the division of labour, inevitably turns into its own 

opposite – barbaric ignorance and stupidity. (Horkheimer 2017, p. 

210).  

 

Critical theory in the founder version does not serve to reproduce and pat 

down the existing order, but carries the potential of an intellectual revolution, 

striving for radical changes in the social field. Its goal is to free individuals from 

the logic of thinking imposed on them by oppressive instances of power, and to 

promote reason as the only means of carrying out freedom projects. 

The first step of the critical theory program is to recognize the conflict of 

human interests with the actual state of society and to work out the need for 
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action to change things. Next, it is necessary to understand the genesis of class 

rule, which underlies the formation of a stratified society based on exploitation, 

injustice and restriction of individual freedom. Critical theory targets the 

primitive reproduction of social structure, where class division and subsequent 

inequalities arise. The overriding demand is therefore the abolition of classes as a 

catalyst for all divisions in society. Not having a ready vision of the practical 

implementation of the change in social relations, Horkheimer was nevertheless 

guided by the conviction that reason would ultimately triumph over the discourse 

of the dominant power that tried to ensnare it, recognizing that “the truth will 

come out anyway, because the goal of a rational society, although it seems to find 

shelter only in fantasy today, really lies at the heart of every human being” 

(Horkheimer 2017).  

The strong point of the critical theory was that it was not rooted in the 

discourses of the ruling power and thus could not be consumed by the market. 

Horkheimer, however, had no idea how wrong this would prove to be. Over the 

years, he repeatedly redefined the main postulates of his theory, which had to deal 

with the growing capitalist system.  With the increasing domination of the 

modern system - the world on the international arena, the need for resistance 

became more urgent, and the possibilities of its actual implementation were 

systematically shrinking. The original version of the critical theory was verified 

several times by its creator, successively in: The authoritarian state, Critics of 

instrumental reason and Dialectics of Enlightenment, written jointly with Theodor 

Adorno. 

Even at the beginning of the 1930s, Horkheimer was enthusiastic about 

the emancipation project that the theory he had conceived was to implement. He 

believed that it would be possible to overcome totalitarian movements, create a 

historical alternative and lead to the liberation of the oppressed people. Gradually, 

however, the critical assumptions lost their revolutionary commitment, and their 

author became pessimistic.  

After the war, there was a theoretical shift in Frankfurt’s critical thinking. 

His initial set of critical theses undergoes a noticeable modification in the second 

half of the twentieth century, which consists in shifting the emphasis from 

postulating the transformation of the structural principles of social life to 

emphasizing the need to maintain positive results of civilization development, to 
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which the philosopher first of all includes independent thinking and individual 

autonomy. He believed that it was impossible to stop the historical process and 

reverse the nature of the changes that were taking place in the post-war society 

focused on consumption. Nevertheless, his sceptical approach based on the 

dialectical perception of reality continued to seek emancipatory solutions. This 

pessimistic turn in critical thinking is clearly visible in the Dialectics of 

Enlightenment, written with Adorno in 1947, where Western civilization, captured 

in a historical context, was subjected to radical criticism from the perspective of 

the collapse of the rational paradigm and the humanist crisis. 

The authors of the book were no longer eulogists of reason as the only and 

unquestionable path to liberation, but they agreed to its negative, instrumental 

character. They placed a strong emphasis on the analysis of the development of 

reason in its dialectical character and, without avoiding still critical engagement, 

showed the negative effects of rationalizing humanity that they had previously 

overlooked. They came up with the thesis that the Enlightenment project of 

rational domination had failed at its very beginning. Along with the emancipation 

of reason, scientific and technical progress and the domination of human over 

nature, reason began to dominate people as well. This “dialectic of 

enlightenment” consequently led – according to Frankfurters - to the emergence 

of the totalitarian systems of the twentieth century and to reason’s pursuit of self-

destruction: 

 

The fallen nature of modern man cannot be separated from social 

progress. On the one hand the growth of economic productivity 

furnishes the conditions for a world of greater justice; on the other 

hand it allows the technical apparatus and the social groups which 

administer it a disproportionate superiority to the rest of the 

population. The individual is wholly devalued in relation to the 

economic powers, which at the same time press the control of 

society over nature to hitherto unsuspected heights (Adorno, 

Horkheimer, 1999, p. 15).  

 

 

 Reason, however, did not lose its potential for positive social changes, 
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nonetheless it contributed to human enslavement through instrumentalization and 

the loss of its autonomy. The philosophers of the Frankfurt School adopted a new 

critical stance against the above tendency, directing its attack against reason 

which by giving up its autonomy became an instrument, but in the name of its 

liberation. “The accompanying critique of enlightenment is 

intended to prepare the way for a positive notion of enlightenment which will 

release it from entanglement in blind domination” (Adorno, Horkheimer, 1999, p. 

16). 

 

 

However, the post-war relations of capitalistic production and the growing 

power of capitalism prevent the free development of a critical attitude, which 

becomes more and more powerless in the face of the “blind economic tendency” 

aimed at the control of reason with market mechanisms. The advocates of the 

critical theory were aware of this historical tendency to dehumanization, 

unanimously asserting that in the new situation – called by Adorno the situation 

“after Auschwitz”: Culture became wholly a commodity disseminated as 

information without permeating the individuals who acquired it. Thought became 

restricted to the acquisition of isolated facts” (Adorno, Horkheimer, 1999, p. 

181). The final attempt to break out from the impasse was to be guided by 

“Benjamin’s ironic hope of those who have no hope, but did not want to give up 

the now paradoxical work of the concept” (Horkheimer, 2017, p. 127).  

 

Less than twenty years after writing Dialectics of Enlightenment, the 

pessimism of the Frankfurters had reached its limits and the defeat of their critical 

theory in the fight against market expansion has become a fact. In 1966, Adorno, 

in an act of theoretical self-reflection and a summary of his research to date, 

wrote: 

 

No theory today escapes the marketplace. Each one is offered as a 

possibility among competing opinions; all are put up for choice; all 

are swallowed. There are no blinders for thought to don against 

this, and the self-righteous conviction that my own theory is spared 

that fate will surely deteriorate into self-advertising (Adorno, 2004, 
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p. 4).  

 

In Negative Dialectics, written at the end of his life, Adorno summed up 

the program of critical theory, accounting for its errors and justifying its 

inevitable theoretical limitations caused by the powerlessness of reason in 

capturing the rationality of history. However, he did not negate the value of 

critical thinking as such. A positive accent in his work is the emphasis on the 

possibility of constant critical thinking (and critical self-reflection), which, being 

in constant motion, has a chance to maintain rational autonomy. The power of 

thinking, concluded Adorno, is thinking itself (Adorno, 2004, p. 207).  

 

 

1.5. Critical theory after the Frankfurt school 

 

Although critical theory in the Frankfurt School edition was not reflected 

in practical application and had to recognize the superiority of capitalistic market 

logic and bourgeois ideology over the possibility of negating and overcoming 

them, it influenced the next generation of theorists trying to build a critical 

discourse towards the ruling power – whether economic, political, social or 

cultural. Inspirations by the theory of the philosophers from Frankfurt School are 

more or less marked in the works of the followers of the critical tradition, 

nevertheless the key issues (the concept and object of criticism, references to 

Marx’s thought) are still being taken up and redefined by them. 

The Frankfurters took the concept of criticism from the Marxist critique of 

political economy and defined it in various ways, avoiding simply identifying its 

meaning with the negation of the order of reality (although this common 

understanding of criticism is also partially correct). However, its semantic field 

should be extended to include a deeper philosophical meaning, taking into 

account the element of rational self-reference and the epistemological dimension 

of the theory. The critical design would then be based on four basic premises: 

 

1. Indicating the incompatibility of the existing social order with 

the needs of the majority of people who accept a given order and 
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remain in the power of ideology. 

 

2. Overcoming the limitations of conventional thinking that lead 

individuals to become unaware of social processes. 

 

3. Identifying the project of criticism with the criticism of society. 

 

4. An attempt to build social knowledge from scratch, through a 

thorough redefinition of its goals, structure and methods of 

verification of theorems (Szacki, 1983, p. 340).  

 

All the premises of the critical theory refer to the use of Reason as a self-

aware force, which is a gateway to the liberation of individuals who have become 

the object of enslavement. The premises of critical theory were most widely 

developed in the French community after 1968. Apart from Deleuze, it is worth 

mentioning such names as: Foucault, Baudrillard or Debord, who tried in various 

ways to expose and diagnose social reality in terms of entanglement of its 

structures depending on power, knowledge or vision. 

 

1.6. Relations between cinema and politics 

 

Over the last century, many ways of politically approaching cinema have 

been introduced in academic world. Its scope, subjects of reflection and the 

adopted analytical tools were the result of how cinema developed at a given time 

and what tendencies and schools of thought dominated in the academic, as well as 

artistic world. Within the framework of thinking about the films themselves, a 

political reflection on cinema may refer to the subjects taken up, the ways of 

operating the film form or forming messages at the level of the script, narration 

and plot. Political interventions can also raise many different issues, treating them 

from an academic perspective: colonialism, ideology, capitalism, racial 

problems, gender, social and economic inequalities, war, history, 

globalization, environment, religion, and the mechanisms of power at the 

general level of their structure, functioning and development. The film itself, 
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also as a medium of communication and artistic expression, has been interpreted 

in the history of film thought in various relations to the possibility of political 

influence: as an immanent ideological invention, a neutral medium that can 

smuggle political content at the level of history or film form, or as a critical and 

artistic tool containing a promising revolutionary potential to put up political 

resistance to the ruling power. 

Each way of presenting cinema in relation to politics resulted from the 

types of defining its nature, the times in which it was embedded and the adopted 

research method resulting from the transposition of the dominant trends and 

views in the humanities into the language of film studies. Most often, research 

tools for the political analysis of cinema came from the school of Marxism, 

psychoanalysis, structuralism, post-structuralism, semiotics or feminism. At a 

later stage in the development of political thought about cinema, after the 1980s, 

they formed into specific theoretical attitudes, focused on specific areas for the 

study of cinema - gender and queer theory, ideological criticism, critical 

theory, or more specific cultural and interdisciplinary theories, up to partial 

and post-disciplinary theorizing, which constitute signs of contemporary 

academic approaches. 

 The beginnings of political thinking in the area of cinema can be traced to 

the writings of Walter Benjamin, a representative of the Frankfurt School who 

remains aloof. He has also largely influenced the shape of the contemporary 

philosophy of cinema, which wants to combine art with politics and ethics in 

search of new grounds for critical thinking about cinema. In a classic and often 

analysed essay, A Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (Benjamin, 

2001), he made a Marxist interpretation of art that became for him democratic 

and egalitarian through the possibility of its mass distribution thanks to 

technological reproductive abilities.  

Recognizing cinema as the first and truly political art, Benjamin also 

linked it to an ethical function and an important missionary role. Mass technical 

reproduction, which began at the beginning of the last century, led to the loss of 

the original rooting in place and time by works of art, losing its kind of 

uniqueness and unique character. The issue of the individuality of the artistic 

object and the artist, its authenticity and individuality have been lost to the mass 

dissemination and duplication of works of art. Art broke away from the creator 
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and entered the space of a new existence, unencumbered by the historical context 

and material genesis of the location of works of art. 

In order to capture the change in the new perception of the essence of art, 

the German philosopher used the concept of non-auratic art, i.e., an art that is 

freed from being located in time and space and devoid of elements of cult and 

sacredness. In contrast to it, he presented elitist, contemplative, high art, which is 

characterized by aura as “a peculiar web of space and time: a unique phenomenon 

of a certain distance, even if it is closest” (Benjamin, 2001).  

 

The definition of the aura as a “unique phenomenon of a distance 

however close it may be” represents nothing but the formulation of 

the cult value of the work of art in categories of space and time 

perception. Distance is the opposite of closeness. The essentially 

distant object is the unapproachable one. Unapproachability is 

indeed a major quality of the cult image. True to its nature, it 

remains “distant, however close it may be.” The closeness which 

one may gain from its subject matter does not impair the distance 

which it retains in its appearance (Benjamin, 2001).  

 

 This kind of art emphasizes the uniqueness of artistic products, their 

contemplative, individual character and building an experience of authenticity, 

worship and honor.  Mass art, which as a result of reproduction loses these 

elements, eliminates the uniqueness of works of art and their original, material 

relationship with the place and time of their creation, opening up new possibilities 

for experiencing, using and transforming them. This, according to Benjamin, 

paves the way for art to open up to the possibility of introducing changes in the 

collective consciousness of spectators and society. 

  A consequence of the process of mass technical reproduction is a change 

in the functioning of art in society and the need to present it in a new way, as a 

result of acquiring new historical dynamics and political, as well as social 

functions. By losing contact with the source of the uprising and the artist himself, 

mass art loses its autonomous character and becomes included in the wide 

circulation of cultural goods, available more and more unlimitedly to an even 

larger group of audiences. At this point, Benjamin noticed the political and ethical 
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value of art, resulting from breaking with tradition and the perception of artistic 

objects as something to worship. His attitude is particularly optimistic in the light 

of the analyses and prophecies of other representatives of the Frankfurt School, 

especially Adorn and Horkheimer. He believed in the possibility of stimulating 

and changing the revolutionary consciousness of entire social groups, which was 

to take place through mass and democratic art. The process that would lead to this 

is the development of the technology of reproducing art and its massification, 

which result in the emergence of a new experience of art and life. 

Breaking with the material source of rooting art and losing its authenticity 

is associated with the disturbance of the understanding of history and the concept 

of authority. The artists and their work are no longer separated from the spectator 

by the inviolable border that allowed them to maintain their autonomy and 

elitism. The absorption of art by a mass audience, on the one hand, blurs the 

inviolability of divisions, and on the other hand, art, losing its relationship with 

the artist, place and time of setting, gains closeness with audiences who know it. 

From then on, art enters a new cycle and takes on new definitions, resulting from 

its embedding in new structures. As Benjamin said,  

 

One might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction 

detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By 

making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a 

unique existence. And in permitting the reproduction to meet the 

beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it reactivates 

the object reproduced. These two processes lead to a tremendous 

shattering of tradition which is the obverse of the contemporary 

crisis and renewal of mankind. Both processes are intimately 

connected with the contemporary mass movements. Their most 

powerful agent is the film (Benjamin, 2001).  

 

Hence, we can speak here about the nascent act of profanation that art begins to 

perform. Film, on the other hand, as an art with the fastest reproduction ability 

and the most massive influence, slowly takes over as the most important field of 

art, which has a chance to fulfil its political and ethical role to the fullest. 

Benjamin often used religious terminology, which also captured concepts 
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reserved for the areas of religion and sacredness to speak of mass art, cinema, and 

lower-class societies. In addition to the term aura, he referred to the concept of 

ritual and worship, the process of secularization, deification and deification. In a 

similar style, with the support of religious terms and with the philosophical 

support of Benjamin, Agamben will speak about the cinema. It is worth 

mentioning that Agamben was one of the most important contemporary 

interpreters and continuators of Benjamin’s thoughts. Agamben’s post-secular 

deliberations on “the profanation of the unprofanable”, looking for the political 

and ethical nature of moving images, and talking about the “messianic situation 

of cinema”, to name just a few of his research focuses, follow in the footsteps of 

Benjamin.  

It is also worth mentioning here that Rancière’s approach to the evolution 

of art history and the contemporary role of cinema, in a similar approach to 

Benjamin, tends towards the disappearance of established boundaries and 

traditions towards the democratization of arts and works of art. Outlining the 

general direction of art development proposed by Rancière, he goes from 

religious art, based on inviolable, sacred principles and divine laws (ethical 

regime of arts), through autonomous art, establishing its own rules of existence, 

hierarchies and divisions within its existence (representation regime) to 

democratic, political and aesthetic art that breaks down divisions and redefines 

the political and aesthetic boundaries of what is perceptible and opens up to new 

possibilities of what can be thought or experienced (the aesthetic regime of arts). 

Benjamin’s optimistic thinking and promising forecasts were interrupted 

by the outbreak of World War II, which also changed the narratives about the 

development of Western societies and belief in the project of building an ever-

better, developed civilization. Post-war attempts to engage in political 

considerations about cinema usually brought pessimistic visions, suspiciously 

regarding cinema as an ideological medium, where films and their formal 

structure are used to place propaganda messages in them in order to expand the 

reach of power. 

 

1.7. Cinema and ideology - the map of theoretical standpoints 
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In the following years of political considerations on cinema, the academic 

discourse was dominated by the notion of ideology, mostly related to critical-

pessimistic visions about the nature of cinema and the social function of films. 

The role of political reflection on cinema has become primarily to demonstrate 

the ideological impact of films and / or to try to restore their positive political 

dimension using theoretical tools and critical discourses. This film theory, which 

was most vividly developed in the 1960s and 1970s, set itself the task of pointing 

out ideological areas taken by the authorities in films and then restoring to cinema 

the features of critical art or at least artistic art in its political neutrality. 

The very concept of ideology has a rich tradition in the history of film 

thought. The history of film thought shows how different the ways of its 

understanding and use can be in film theory. The map of disputes about the 

ontological status of ideology and its epistemological value stretches back to the 

beginnings of academic thinking about film and continues to expand its surface, 

constantly modifying the subject matter and the points of its (re)production in 

terms of meaning. 

Despite the lack of explicit references to ideology, the beginnings of this 

concept can be already found the famous Photoplay by Hugo Münsterberg 

(Münsterberg, 2019). What is more, because of the lack of political references, 

the first reflection on the possibilities of cinema to create illusions and influence 

the thoughts and emotions of spectators appeared here. The author of the first 

comprehensive theory of film, recognizing cinema as the art of the mind, 

introduced the problem of the complexity of the process of image perception and 

put emphasis on examining the audience’s mental apparatus as an area that co-

creates film reality. “The experience of movement is here evidently produced by 

the spectator’s mind and not excited from without” (Münsterberg, 2019, p. 29). 

Münsterberg was also the first one to describe the phenomenon of projection and 

identification, undertaken years later by psychoanalytical theorists in order to 

diagnose the factors influencing the reception of a film message. 

One of the researchers was Béla Balázs, who looked for identification 

processes in the technological possibilities offered by the cinematographic 

apparatus. While compiling a list of the basic means of cinematic expression, he 

analysed them in terms of their ideological impact. He came to the conclusion 

that the message is always mediated by the creator’s intentions, and  
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each image shows not only a piece of reality, but also a point of view. 

 

The free, individual possibilities of the set-up bring about in the 

image the synthesis of subject and object which is the basic 

condition of all art. Every work of art must present not only 

objective reality but the subjective personality of the artist, and this 

personality includes his way of looking at things, his ideology and 

the limitations of the period. All this is projected into the picture, 

even unintentionally. Every picture shows not only a piece of 

reality, but a point of view as well the set-up of the camera betrays 

the inner attitude of the man behind the camera (Balázs, 1970, p. 

89).  

 

 

 For Balázs, ideology was a set of consciously selected ideas by the creator of the 

message, which he smuggles into his film in order to freely impose the manner of 

reception on the audience. In Balázs writings ideology is something that is strictly 

related to technology but only in a form of medium that is operated by both 

human being (director) and the history (historical conditions of particular spatial 

and temporal context). Ideology is a content that is sent to a spectator through the 

use of artistic form and can be separated from the ‘objective’ reality. 

A similar type of definition can be found in the writings of Soviet theorists 

from the 1920s, nevertheless today’s research perspectives often reject their 

academic usefulness, assigning them at most historical value.  Soviet filmmakers 

(Dziga Vertov, Sergei Eisenstein, Vsevolod Pudovkin, Alexander Dovzhenko, 

Lev Kuleshov), theorized predominately about montage and searched for its 

possible ideological potential. All of them shared a mutual view on the 

understanding of the notion of ideology that was defined in relation to 

technology, economic system (capitalism) and film techniques (artistic practices). 

In all the mentioned theories a position of a human creator (filmmaker) was 

beyond the ideological effect and filmmakers were the only ones creating and 

controlling it.  

Until the 1960s, thinking about the subjective intention of the author, the 

creator, who manipulates the message to obtain the desired effect, was dominant. 
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As the humanities negated the Cartesian subject based on the idea of 

independence and self-awareness of the individual, the concept of ideology had to 

evolve in search of other, non-subject places of its production. The key to this act 

of demystification and the deprivation of the subjectivity of its central character 

turned out to be psychoanalysis, which, in a nutshell, was based on showing that 

humans are not the rulers of their minds and emotions, but is ruled by irrational 

processes, drives, archetypes and mechanisms of the unconscious. 

The important breakthrough happened after the events of May 1968 in 

France (but also in Britain). Film thought in that period together with the concept 

of ideology has been radicalized and redefined with relation to Capitalism. Both 

French and British film theorists of that period definitely rejected Cartesianism 

with its dualism and the concept of the Subject. Definition of ideology proposed 

by early film theorists could not withstand criticism as it lost the objective point 

of its (re)production. In the 70’s radical film theorists claimed that cinema was 

itself ideological and they combined the historical moment of development of 

film form and techniques with the growth of capitalism in the 20th century. They 

also shifted the analysis from examining the content and its production to the 

level of form and general arrangements of the cinematic field that in their opinion 

reflected dominant ways of capitalistic production that operated as a form of 

impersonal, invisible ideology. A French art critic, Marcelin Playnet, has briefly 

summarized this theoretical standpoint in the words: “the camera expresses the 

bourgeois ideology before it begins to express anything else” (Playnet, 2004, p. 

44). Such an approach to the question of ideology derived its inspiration from, 

very popular at that time, Structural Marxism and its main figure, Louis 

Althusser.  

 Ideology according to Althusser is a “particular organization of signifying 

practices which goes to constitute human beings as social subjects, and which 

produces the lived relations by which such subjects are connected to the dominant 

relations of production in a society” (Eagleton, 1991, p. 18). The above 

definition, by corresponding to both Marx/Marxism and Freudian/Lacanian 

Psychoanalysis, wished to describe the repressive structures that governed 

subjectivities and regulated their identities in social and political realities. With 

the support of Marx Althusser defends a statement about universal and non-

historical existence of ideology by highlighting its immutable essence. He also 



71 

 

agrees with Marx when he states that every thought, by being an expression of 

social practice, is a reflection of material modes of production.  

From psychoanalytical tradition Althusser derives inspiration from the 

Freudian theory of unconsciousness and he speaks of ideology accordingly.  

 

Ideology has no history, can and must (and in a way which has 

absolutely nothing arbitrary about it, but, quite the reverse, is 

theoretically necessary, for there is an organic link between the 

two propositions) be related directly to Freud’s proposition that the 

unconscious is eternal, i.e., that it has no history (Althusser, 2014, 

p. 255).  

 

The French Marxist also borrows some ideas from Jacques Lacan, especially 

popular at that time, “the Mirror stage”, that he uses to analyze the process of 

gaining and forming identities by humans. Althusser claims that “the structure of 

all ideology, interpellating individuals as subjects in the name of a Unique and 

Absolute Subject is specular, i.e., a mirror-structure, and doubly specular: this 

mirror duplication is constitutive of ideology and ensures its functioning” 

(Althusser, 2014, p. 268).  

 

1.7.1. Radical ideology critique in the psychoanalytical film theory 

 

 Amongst theoreticians who enthusiastically accepted Althusser’s 

understanding of ideology was French film scholar, Jean-Luc Baudry. In his 

acclaimed article, Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus, 

he defined cinema in a radical manner as an ideological apparatus, totally 

subjected to the capitalistic system. Baudry – according to the leftist, radical 

critical trend – claims that ideological mechanisms function in the cinema both at 

the level of projection and identification and cinema as such cannot in any ways 

escape from the capitalistic ideology that condition its emergence. “The cinema 

can thus appear as a sort of psychic apparatus of substitution, corresponding to 

the model defined by the dominant ideology” (Baudry, 1985, p. 531). In other 
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words, for Baudry, as well as for other early psychoanalytical theorists, there is 

no significant difference between particular films and their contents as they all 

focused their attention only on cinema in a Structural manner as a modern, 

capitalistic institution with its technological, immutable, universal conditions. As 

ideology – according to them – is a universal, non-historical instance, similarly to 

the Freudian unconsciousness, it does not vary in different films but remain the 

same at the position of cinematic imagery, technological essence that according to 

all of them it possesses.  

 Radical theory coined by the early psychoanalysts has quickly gained 

controversies and became criticized for its oversimplified approach, 

generalizations and ignorance. Acknowledging capitalism as an absolute 

“monopolist” in the process of ideological (re)production that fully condition the 

existence of cinema (both at the level of content and form) they marginalized the 

question of the possibility to include other points of ideological production as 

well as more subtle and complex at the same time, definition of ideology. They 

also limited the possibilities to actively oppose to the ideological mechanisms to 

destroying cinematic technology and everything that is produced by it.  

 

1.7.2. Critiques of early psychoanalytical theory 

 

In opposition to such radical views emerged a group of theorists, who 

looked for the genesis of cinema beyond capitalism (Jean-Patrick Lebel), 

examined other points of ideological (re)productions (Fredric Jameson), did not 

agree with the simple application of Althusser’s or Lacanian concepts to the 

cinematic field (Todd McGowan) or redefined and modified them significantly 

(Slavoj Žižek). The core argument that binds all their theories is the way they 

understood and defined ideology, the place of its origins and the ways it functions 

in relation to cinema in terms of both producing images (projecting) and 

experiencing them (identifying). There are also researchers who tackle the 

concept of ideology from feminist, critical perspective (Laura Mulvey, Claire 

Johnston, and Pam Cook). 
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 Jean-Patrick Lebel, who linked the origins of cinema with the 

development of science and technology, searched for the existence of ideological 

operations within the conscious, purposeful use of the medium and he disagreed 

to debit its essence with the “ideological Original sin”. Being only an option, a 

possibility rather than necessity, ideology may be created at different levels of 

film production and projection (scriptwriting, filmmaking, projecting on the 

screen, experiencing by the audience). However, Lebel highlights (similarly to 

Balázs) that ideological production happens as a result of the sender’s 

(producer’s, filmmaker’s) intentional (artistic) act where cinema serves as a 

neutral medium that is being activated by a filmmaker with the support of 

technological abilities that camera and film equipment have.  

 

Film is clearly a scientific invention, not a product of ideology, 

since it is founded on a real body of knowledge and on the 

properties of the matter which it activates: the proof is that it 

functions, and that by activating specific matter (various 

instruments + the properties of light + persistence of vision) in 

order to film a material object, it produces a material image of that 

object (Lebel, 1985, p. 42).  

 

At the same time Lebel sees the opportunities for activating contesting 

mechanisms for ideological operations by forming counter-ideological messages 

at the same stages where ideology itself is produced. However, Lebel does not 

provide a list of possible operations that could be applied to counter ideological 

functioning of cinema.  

 His basic understanding is followed by an American literary theorist, 

Fredric Jameson, who came up with his own, heterodox version of Marxism and 

analyzed different ways of ideological functioning within films. His main concern 

was to point out the ways how ideology is produced and reproduced in particular 

films, genres, and also, how cultural background structure and condition it. In his 

opinion the established division between high and low (popular) culture, in terms 

of studying it, does not provide anything new, thus it should be marginalized for 

the purpose of examining contexts and conditions in which a particular work of 
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art (a film) is created. Such procedure will expose the processes through which 

ideology operates.  

The way Jameson defines the concept is borrowed from Marx (ideology as 

a false consciousness) but redefined as a kind of objective consciousness, 

contributing to sustaining social order and at the same time being aesthetically 

attractive to an audience. He also adds an important fact that inseparable feature 

of popular culture that enables ideological mechanisms to exist and being 

successfully reproduced is based on utopianism: “the works of mass culture 

cannot be ideological without at one and the same time being implicitly or 

explicitly Utopian as well: they cannot manipulate unless they offer some genuine 

shred of content as a fantasy bribe to the public about to be so manipulated” 

(Jameson, 2007, p. 39).  

In popular culture Jameson sees an attrition of two powers at stake: human 

desire that seeks for fulfillment through the reception of the work of art and the 

set of norms, rules, injunctions and values imposed by a dominant political 

power, according to the functional phantasmatic scripts they create for the 

purpose of structuring well-functioning society (harmless for the government). 

Ideological layer in works of art has to be both appealing, aesthetically attractive 

and also well hidden, hard to be revealed by the recipient. It has to dwindle with 

the reality. Although Jameson rejects the binary opposition of high and popular 

culture and locates the work of ideology in the contexts any form of art, he 

preserves the clear opposition between art and reality.  

 

1.7.3. Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalytical thought in film studies 

 

 The last statement would be problematic to agree with for the 

contemporary Lacanian (post-Lacanian) psychoanalytical theorists who reject 

operating within the distinction fiction (art) – truth (reality).  Slovenian 

philosopher, Slavoj Žižek, who combines Psychoanalysis with Marxism, shares 

very similar approach with Jameson in terms. However, by rejecting the division, 

proposed by Andre Bazin, into those believing in images and those believing in 

the reality, he goes a step further when he suggests perceiving film fiction not as 
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an illusion that stays in opposition to the reality, but on the contrary, an instance 

constituting the reality and enabling relatively stable human existence by 

providing a script to the chaotic world. This also reflects his understanding of 

ideology:  

 

Ideology is not a dreamlike illusion that we build to escape 

insupportable reality; in its basic dimension it is a fantasy-

construction which serves as a support for our ‘reality’ itself: an 

‘illusion’ which structures our effective, real social relations and 

thereby masks some insupportable, real, impossible kernel (Žižek, 

1989, p. 45).  

 

According to Žižek ideology can be better defined in terms of Lacanian concept 

of desire rather than Freudian notion of unconsciousness and above all it serves as 

a reinforcement to experiencing reality and not simply a negative power that 

wants to turn subjects into objects of particular ideological messages. Ideology 

according to Žižek helps us to escape from the traumatic core of our existence 

and enter into the meaningful, safer world of illusion that is created by common 

practice of desire and the subject that is entangled in symbolic structures (or 

rather is a subject as a result of entering symbolic structures).  

 Lacanian psychoanalysis has found a number of enthusiasts in the field of 

film studies and thanks to such figures as Slavoj Žižek or Todd McGowan, it 

experiences its renaissance. The second mentioned theorist suggests rethinking 

Lacan and redefining some of his fundamental concepts in order to apply them 

more aptly to the studies of film not in order to tackle ideology (just like early 

psychoanalysts wished to do), but by connecting it with the notion of fantasy and 

trace processes of perception and emotional identification in cinema and 

spectators. By shifting the point of interest from the concept of cinema (as a 

medium or an institution) to a concrete spectator as a subject who possesses the 

gaze (who is desiring to see and desiring through what is visible) McGowan 

shows how “each film carries its context with it through its aesthetic 

development, and each film structures its spectator through its specific mode of 

address” (McGowan, 2007, p. 10).  
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By manipulating the gaze films create a space in which spectators can find 

their places. The gaze is structured around desire to look, and desire (following 

Lacanian psychoanalysis) is based on the lack (fr. Manqué). For a desire to 

emerge there has to be a missing object that will constitute it (Lacanian object 

petit a, fr. Object petit a), that exists only if it cannot be reached and fully 

constituted as such.  Constant relegation of desire to the area where it cannot be 

fulfilled together with reassuring its position in a structure of social reality are 

two basic rules for the ideology to function successfully in our everyday lives. A 

wish to surpass fantasy and step out of the reality constructed through desire 

equals traumatic experience of encountering the Real.  

 

Our ability to contest an ideological structure depends on our 

ability to recognize the real point at which it breaks down, not on 

our ability to distance ourselves from that structure through the 

process of conscious reflection. When cinema lulls the subject into 

its dreamy, phantasmatic netherworld, it may insert the subject into 

ideology, but it also may open up the possibility of an encounter 

with the traumatic real that disrupts the power of ideology 

(McGowan, 2007, p. 15). 

 

 Thus, the fundamental difference between contemporary Lacanian 

psychoanalysts and the early ones from the 70’s can be located at the ethical 

approach towards studying ideology and experiencing cinema. Whereas the early 

theoreticians suggested distancing from films and emotional identification, 

McGowan suggests the opposite. To give his psychoanalytical understanding of 

ideology and political potential of cinema I will first outline most contemporary 

ethical approach within broader psychoanalytical framework that McGowan is 

one of the representatives. As I will show below, the fundamental reason why the 

two approaches and understandings of what ideology is, and how theory should 

define it, are diametrically different, happens as a result of different 

understandings of Lacanian ethics, or more broadly, ethics of psychoanalysis.  

 



77 

 

1.7.4. The real ethics of cinematic experience 

 

 Claiming that the ethics of cinematic experience coincide with the ethics 

of Lacanian psychoanalysis is to accept the necessity to remain open for the 

possibility to encounter the Real2. In his VII seminar – The Ethics of 

Psychoanalysis – Lacan explicitly expresses his ethical imperative by stating that 

one should save the importance of experiencing the Real despite the inevitable 

encounter with trauma and inexpressible, metaphysical experience of sublimity. 

He situates his theory primarily in the ethical standpoint, describing it as a 

„practice that is only a preliminary to moral action as such - the so-called action 

being the one through which we enter the Real” (Lacan, 1960, p. 22). This 

experience is only possible if we agree to step away from the pleasure principle 

(Freudian Lustprinzip) and try to reach beyond the Symbolic structure that 

organizes our social and cultural reality. The trauma of the Real is for Lacan the 

core, irreducible essence of life, comparable to the Kantian notion of das Ding. 

Becoming close to it is similar to the experience of sublimity both in pleasant and 

unbearable way. In other terms, this experience relies on encountering the 

fundamental lack in the constitution of subjectivity that structures both the 

Symbolic and the Imaginary. 

If psychoanalysis is for Lacan above all an ethical project, it is precisely 

because of the irreducible, absolutely primary imperative to maintain this rather 

painful sensation that our psyche, in the natural tendency it has, would prefer to 

forget. Agreeing to accept this core strangeness and understanding that the other 

is not simply an actual subject that is transcendent but rather a subjective, 

imaginary construction based on forgetting the Lack is crucial to understand the 

whole ethical dimension of Lacanian psychoanalysis. How can we then relate this 

notion of ethics and encountering the non-symbolic Real with the cinematic 

experience? Who would be the other in the act of watching films? As cinema is 

 
2  „The Real” is one of three orders that form subject, language, reality or cognition. The other 

two are the Symbolic and the Imaginary. They can all be perceived from both ontological and 

epistemological perspectives. „The Real” is the truth of reality beyond its symbolic meaning. 

It can be understood as a core grounding for our existence that we do not have access to and 

that is always there without its meaning or the rupture in the language as it is impossible to 

produce a signifier that would simply name the Real. More about Lacanian triad, see: (Homer, 

2002, p. 15-95). 
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an art that is based on images and movements the link should be found in the 

notion of the gaze.  

The first psychoanalytical film theorists in the 70’s referred to Lacanian 

psychoanalysis by basing on his short text called the mirror stage as formative of 

the I function (Lacan, 2007, p. 1-7). They compared the nature of cinematic 

experience with the particular moment in the 18-month child’s life when it 

recognizes itself in the reflection of a mirror and experiences imaginary control 

over its body. The consequence of this comparison was the admittance that 

cinema’s position is above all located within the Lacanian Imaginary order. The 

relation between the subject and the object was unidirectional and simplified to 

one dominant power, situated on the side of a spectator. An active spectator 

consciously controls the screen with its perception and derives pleasure from 

voyeuristic experience that is related to the idea of being in power of the 

perceived images. Experiencing films – according to the early psychoanalysts – 

as a complete Imaginary session is perfectly structured by the work of ideology 

that does not leave any empty space for possible rupture in its functioning. At the 

same time, they understood the concept of the Imaginary as the ideal practical 

embodiment of the Symbolic. 

The problematic moment in the above early psychoanalytical film theory 

is that all of the theorists completely omitted the key ethical value of Lacanian 

psychoanalysis and forgot about the importance of the Real that also exists in the 

cinematic experience. They have formed rather idealistic theoretical model that 

omitted the essential fact that enables any ideology to function; no ideology is 

finally completed and can only persist by overcoming ruptures that are inevitably 

implied within their logics. At the same time, all three orders from Lacanian 

psychoanalysis – the Real, Imaginary and Symbolic – are treated by them in 

separation and without overlapping. This allowed them to abandon the Real as 

well as construct an abstract, idealistic definition of stable and omnipotent 

ideology (as the Symbolic) that totally completes the Imaginary.  

There is an important reason why Lacan used the image of Borromean 

rings to visually represent his triad. Each element does not only affect one another 

but all three also co-exist in a sense that if one of the orders is violated, it 

influences all the others. Žižek understands the Lacanian Real not simply as 

something that stays in opposition to the Symbolic order of the language. “There 
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is no clear division to the world of things and the world of words, the reality and 

the semblance (the appearances)” (Žižek, 2007, p. 65). In other words, under the 

mask of language there is nothing more primary, there is no das Ding in Kantian 

sense. If we violate the structure of language, we lose the sense of reality at the 

same time. The Real is possible only as a rupture in the Symbolic as well as the 

Symbolic is constructed to avoid encountering the Real. Finally, the Imaginary is 

the mediation between the two that does not simply try to connect them or 

separate them but exist only in this space of impossibility where the first two 

cannot meet. 

 

1.7.5. The cinematic gaze 

 

Following the above insight to the Lacanian core concepts I will now 

proceed to give an understanding of how the ethical paradigm of cinematic 

experience in relation to psychoanalysis (and in opposition to early 

psychoanalytical film theorists) should form its appearance. The key figure that I 

will base my approach on is an American film theorist, Todd McGowan. In his 

book, The Real gaze, film theory after Lacan (McGowan, 2007), McGowan 

suggests that the use of psychoanalysis in cinema should not be simply criticized 

and denied as some of the American theorists did in the early 90’s (like David 

Bordwell and Noël Carroll and their concept of the post-theory, 1996). He rather 

suggests to criticize the achievements of the theorists of the 70’s and construct 

psychoanalytical film theory from scratches by going back to the original texts of 

Lacan that haven’t been previously exploited in the field of film theory. 

The key term in McGowan’s book is the gaze and he refers to it by giving 

its new, psychoanalytical redefinition. To be able to better understand its meaning 

we should contrast it with a term look and then combine with the work of desire 

and ideology (politics) in cinema. The term „look” in cinema belongs to a 

spectator and stands in opposition to the gaze that belongs to the object of desire 

– in this case, a cinematic image. Early film theorists, that were using 

psychoanalytical concepts, have focused their attention on the active role of look 

and underestimated the role of the object that spectator is looking at and is also 
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constructed by. McGowan suggests that we should focus our attention primarily 

on the ways films structure the position of spectators and enable them to become 

a part of cinematic experience rather than seek for the work of ideology in the 

position of spectator.  

The first step for McGowan is to establish a concept of the gaze from the 

position of cinema and its images. The gaze, he states, „is not the spectator’s 

external view of the filmic image, but the mode in which the spectator is 

accounted for within the film itself. Through their manipulation of the gaze, films 

produce the space in which spectators can insert themselves” (McGowan, 2007, 

p. 7). The activity of spectator is reduced to be a subject of desire; however, the 

mechanism of desire is not something that spectator produces but rather enables 

and is involved in as its element. It is in the role of the gaze to assign the direction 

and sense for desire and reverse the common understanding that it comes from 

the subject and is directed towards the other (the object of desire).  

The opposition of active spectator and passive image becomes blurred and 

it opens up new possibilities for discussing the status of cinema in relation to the 

Lacanian triad. With the central position of the gaze McGowan transfers Lacanian 

understanding of how desire functions and how fantasies are produced in the 

cinematic experience. He locates the gaze in the Real dimension of cinema that 

has been omitted by the early theorists. In the XVI seminar Lacan gives his 

understanding of the meaning of the gaze that is crucial for McGowan:  

 

The gaze is something that the subject (or spectator) encounters in 

the object (or the film itself). It becomes an objective, rather than a 

subjective, gaze. Lacan’s use of the term reverses our usual way of 

thinking about the gaze because we typically associate it with an 

active process. But as an object, the gaze acts to trigger our desire 

visually, and as such it is what Lacan calls an objet petit a or 

object-cause of desire (McGowan, 2007, p. 6).   

 

The term objet petit a indicates that this specific object isn’t simply the 

thing what the subject is looking at. It is its negative side, i.e., the rupture that 

allows the subject to look. To look does not mean to be in charge of everything 

that shows up in front of our eyes or decode what is physically visible. Object 
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petit a as a gap within the field of look is what fundamentally structures the 

possibility to see. As Lacan have put it, „the objet a in the field of the visible is 

the gaze” (Lacan, 1998, p. 289-290). McGowan follows this understanding by 

claiming that:  

 

this gap within our look marks the point at which our desire 

manifests itself in what we see. What is irreducible to our visual 

field is the way that our desire distorts that field, and this distortion 

makes itself felt through the gaze as object. The gaze thus involves 

the spectator in the filmic image, disrupting the spectator’s ability 

to remain what Metz calls «all-perceiving» and «absent as 

perceived» (McGowan, 2007, p. 6).  

 

McGowan’s respond to the unexploited theoretical potential of 

psychoanalytical thought is not a complete rejection of its heritage, but on the 

contrary, returning to its roots. According to the American theorist, only such a 

practice enables us to critically redefine new conditions of possibilities for 

psychoanalytical film studies and to rediscover its real political potential with the 

help of previously unused Lacanian terms. For this purpose, McGowan decides to 

revise the assumptions of the criticized theories by using theoretical tools that 

were, according to him misused, and then he went back straight to the Lacanian 

thought. 

 

1.7.6. Ideological potential of the gaze 

McGowan breaks from the early Lacanian film theory by pointing out the 

political potential in it.  He transforms the notion of the gaze by illustrating how 

spectator is not in position of what she or he is looking at and not even how this 

affects the act of understanding and looking at images. Subjects lose their 

privilege and are embodied in the gaze as its structuring element and not the 

possessor. The gaze is a prepared space for the spectator to fit into and it is in this 

particular spatial configuration that desires are produced and cinema attracts the 

audience. Understanding this structure does not have an emancipatory potential as 
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such but as a critical examination of the construction of cinematic experience 

points out where we should search for political understanding of cinema. It is not 

in our (both spectators or critics and film directors) force of controlling images by 

producing them or looking at them but on being able to confront our own position 

as the one already implied by the gaze that is in a sense external to our 

experience. As McGowan has put it, „the gaze is nothing but our presence in what 

we are looking at, but we are nothing but this gaze” (McGowan, 2007, p. 201).   

As the object-cause of desire is not an actual material thing within the 

cinematic images, the gaze is organized around the impossible, non-existing 

object. What is important here to grasp the political meaning of the cinematic 

gaze, that spectator’s role is not to „fall in love with” the images and treat them as 

a magical world of fantasies and fiction. On the contrary, the possibility of the 

gaze in its paradoxical status is to understand that the object petit a does not exist 

in any given form or matter and only this absence enables its existence. 

Contemporary psychoanalysis teaches us a radically different lesson that 

corresponds to the Kantian idea of the sublimity (Kant, 2000, p. 128-158). We 

must grasp the gaze in its lack of sense, uncanny status, beyond the Symbolic and 

on the way to encounter the Real. It does not have to make us stop desiring the 

images. On the contrary, it allows us to better understand what we desire and how 

desire is possible, not only in terms of experiencing films but in general.  

In this sense cinema corresponds to the reality by explaining how human 

desire, fantasies and projections are constructed in everyday experience and how 

the gaze is possible in its reverse side of the visible. In cinema we do not desire 

what we can see on the cinematic screen as what enables both desire and the gaze 

is the unseen – the absence that can never be embodied in the actual forms. What 

we desire from the cinema is the Other that is never there, is unreachable but at 

the same time forms the gaze that is willing to grasp it. The paradoxical nature of 

The Other at the same time forms productive potential of cinema. There is a 

fundamental rupture between the status of The Other as an object of desire and 

the aim of desire to possess it.  

As the Other exists only in its symbolic and imaginary status it can never 

be reached as it is not an actual object but a projection of the subject who is 

willing to possess it as it was a material thing. The impossibility of the end of 

desire is not however a tragedy of subjects who can never get what they want but 
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enables the act of desire to stay in an ongoing process of production. The real 

tragedy would paradoxically be the final success of desire, meeting with its object 

and eventually ending the necessity for further production of phantasmatic 

scenarios.  There is no ready script for desire to be transferred into visual images 

and no fantasy that can be always perceived as a fantasy. In order words, there is 

nothing that cinema desires, except of continuously be desired. 

 

1.8. Philosophical-political turn in academic thinking about cinema 

 

The conviction about the necessity of continuing the film idea in its 

political engagement and studying films in terms of their ideological 

entanglement and the possibility of going beyond the symbolic structure, in the 

Lacanian sense, extended to the 1980s. In the tradition of British Cultural Studies, 

there has been a shift in theoretical stakes and a softer approach to issues such as 

the enjoyment of mainstream films or the unequivocal recognition of the 

ideological nature of films. Cultural studies have also diminished the influence of 

Marxism, structuralism and psychoanalysis in the study of cinema, thus 

continuing to remain critical towards the ideology of capitalism and the necessity 

to propose theoretical tools to overthrow it. Despite the obvious differences and 

the use of different research methods, cultural studies can be seen as a 

continuation of the assumptions of radical theorists of the sixties and seventies. 

The nineties and the beginning of the twentieth century brought a 

significant change in the directions of theoretical reflection on cinema, 

considering the views of their predecessors too radical, often inconsistent, too 

generalizing, unscientific and requiring reconsideration. An important figure who 

decided to propose the establishment of a new approach to film theory became 

David Bordwell. Together with Noël Carroll, they edited a volume entitled Post-

Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies (Bordwell, Carroll, 1996) in which they 

presented a new approach to the study of cinema deviating from the tendency to 

dominate the area of film studies through only one research method to capture all 

aspects of cinema – be it Marxism, psychoanalysis or cultural studies. Instead of a 

universalist attitude (Grand Theory of Everything), they offered a piecemeal 

attitude, which was to consist in an individual and constantly changing approach 
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to films, their components and the reception process, according to each time 

differently selected analytical tools. Taking into account research methods in the 

field of philosophy, science, neurophysiology, psycholinguistics, cognitive 

science, computer sciences and feminist theories, they considered such issues 

as: creating a film illusion, emotional impact on spectators, processes of 

experiencing films, methods of using film conventions by filmmakers. 

The guiding idea of the authors of post-theory was to reject the Grand 

Theories and propose in their place the cognitive method as a new research path, 

hitherto unknown in the field of film studies and based on hard sciences and 

measurable methods. The representatives of post-theory had a general approach 

to film research, but at the same time had many differences. On the pages of the 

volume, the authors dealt with such different issues as: film genres and 

conventions (David Bordwell), problems of functional truth in cinema (Painsley 

Livingston), issues of non-triviality of a female film (Flo Leibowitz) or the 

rhetoric of a documentary film (Carl Planting). 

Looking at the achievements of the authors of post-theory from the 

perspective of over twenty years, one should recognize the value of their 

achievements and the turn they made towards the fragmentary approach, which 

inaugurated a new type of academic research, integrating analytical philosophy 

and methods of science into the discipline of film studies. At the same time, their 

achievements did not contribute to the formation of a new scientific paradigm, 

which would be consistently continued until today. 

In the work of Bordwell and Carroll, many authors appeared who 

represented different attitudes, significant differences and contradictions among 

themselves. Their reference to psychoanalysis and Marxism as the main 

“theoretical enemies” of post-theorists was not critical of them. However, this is 

not an objection, as this was the idea of the editors of the volume to focus on a 

collective approach to fragmentary research that is only consistent at the level of 

general assumptions, without striving to create a uniform approach, 

methodologically coherent and focused around a predetermined grid of topics and 

concepts. It is therefore difficult to criticize post-theorists from the point of view 

of their lack of theoretical coherence. They primarily wanted to change the 

directions and methods that had dominated film studies since the 1960s, and to 

introduce into the humanistic discipline scientific tools developed by the hard 
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sciences that would make film studies a rational, measurable, more practical 

discipline. 

In contrast to the post-theorists, who focused on the transition from the 

soft sciences (European philosophy, psychoanalysis, Marxism, critical theory) to 

the hard sciences, another turn can be located, which began to take place also 

under the end of the last century. It is called „historical” and is based on a return 

to classic film theories and the belief that their interpretative possibilities have not 

been fully used. In the field of the theory and philosophy of cinema, over the last 

few decades, more and more authors using the achievements of long-forgotten 

theorists have appeared in order to refresh, reinterpret and modernize their views. 

Representatives of this phrase can be attributed to Deleuze and his Cinema, 

largely inspired by the philosophy of Bergson, who wrote about cinema at the 

time when it began to appear. Likewise, Deleuze’s followers, Agamben, Rancière 

and Badiou, use the classical film thoughts and show their views in a new light. 

For Agamben it is primarily Walter Benjamin, for Rancière Jean Epstein and 

Sergei Eisenstein, and for Badiou, André Bazin. 

Among other authors, who can see a shift towards classical theories and 

forgotten approaches, American cinema researcher Vivian Sobchak has returned 

to phenomenology to redirect the material and cultural contexts in which films 

and their audiences are embedded. Studies began to appear on the importance of 

specific theorists, whose views were re-examined. Works devoted to the theories 

of Jean Epstein and André Bazin have been published. The turn to the past did not 

concern only theoreticians, but also the concepts themselves that have been 

overlooked for years or considered anachronistic or not worth considering: 

realism, the nature of cinema, ethics, morality, affects, subjectivity, body, politics, 

beauty, aesthetics. In the world of Anglo-American film studies, collective studies 

have been created, devoted to attempts to present refreshed concepts in film 

studies and new approaches to the relationship of cinema with philosophy, 

politics, ethics and aesthetics. Contemporary philosophers, starting with Deleuze, 

are also part of this trend, the return and redefinition of important concepts, and 

the reconstruction of entire reflections on the relationship between the domains of 

knowledge. 

The essence of this return to concepts that have been abandoned or 

deconstructed in the era of postmodernism and poststructuralism and the turn 
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towards classical theories seems to be the desire to make a higher synthesis 

between researches with a universalizing attitude (The Theories of Everything) 

and partial, fragmentary ones. Contemporary film philosophers are distinguished 

by an attitude that tries to find connections and correspondences between the 

historical turn, fragmentary approach to research and proposals for building new 

ontological and metaphysical projects, both in the perspective of cinema and the 

contemporary historical moment, as well as the stage of development of Western 

societies. In this sense, a return to classic film theories is to discover new 

possibilities of looking at cinema in its ability to generate the experience of 

subjectivity as a free individual, to think of a community as a free collective, and 

to find in films the ability to think critically and produce thoughts in a way that 

cannot be reduced to the linear character of language. Based on this key 

assumption Gilles Deleuze built his innovative and ground-breaking film thought 

that will be presented in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 – PHILOSOPHICAL CLASSIFICATION OF IMAGES AND SIGNS 

– GILLES DELEUZE AND HIS FILM PHILOSOPHY 

 

2.1. Introduction to Deleuze 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to quote and explain all the key 

philosophical concepts contained in Cinema 1 and Cinema 23, the groundbreaking 

books on the basis of which Deleuzian film thought continuators have built their 

own considerations on images. On the one hand, this will refresh and place in 

order the basic knowledge and ideas contained in the dense content of the French 

philosopher’s work, while on the other hand, it will provide an introduction, an 

academic foundation and a point of reflection for all the authors to whom the next 

chapters of the thesis will be individually devoted. In this sense, the postulates 

contained in Cinema will function here as a starting point and the condition of 

possibility for the contemporary philosophies of cinema, conducted from a 

critical perspective. This will allow for a better understanding of the directions in 

which film thought has developed from Deleuze to contemporary times. 

His philosophical heirs reach in their inspirations to various places of his 

thoughts and the theses he proposes, sometimes taking as a point of reference a 

specific claim or a concept, at other times offering polemical thought or negating 

Deleuze’s general theses about cinema. Therefore, it is important to outline the 

conceptual field and philosophical stances that will combine the points of 

inspiration and references between the author of Cinema and contemporary 

philosophers who reflect in the spirit of similarly produced thought. 

Deleuzian work on cinema is an extremely peculiar and unusual project, 

difficult to classify unequivocally in the areas of philosophy, film studies or even 

in the entire academic heritage of the author himself. It was written shortly after 

the publication of the second volume of radical, socio-politically oriented 

Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972, 1980), written in collaboration with 

psychoanalyst, Félix Guattari. In addition, none of the previous books by the 

 
3  For easier reference to Deleuze’s books I will refer to them as Cinema instead of referencing 

either one or both books. They form one, consistent project that treats images in their 

complete, semiotic, philosophical classification.  
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author of The Logic of Sense (1969) directly disclosed his interest in cinema, nor 

did announce the creation of such an original project, in which Deleuze faces not 

only the entire history of cinema, but also the ways of philosophical thinking 

about it and the relationship between image, time, thought and philosophy. 

Some of the clues that help to understand the philosopher’s immersion in 

the world of film images can be derived from his previous interests. The issues of 

images as such and images of thought appeared in his early work, Difference and 

Repetition (Deleuze & Patton, 2014). The theme of memory, time and signs were 

included in the book Proust and Signs (Deleuze & Howard, 2014). Many of the 

themes that Deleuze develops in Cinema are contained on the pages of the 

philosophers’ monographs, the considerations of which can be easily applied to 

cinema: Bergsonism, dedicated to Henri Bergson, one of the most inspirational 

figures for writing Cinema (Deleuze, Habberjam, & Tomlinson, 2011) and 

Nietzsche and Philosophy, dedicated to Nietzsche, who appear in Deleuzian film 

philosophy in more implicit manner    (Deleuze, 2013). 

The sense and reasons for Deleuze’s involvement with cinema and images 

will become clearer once the author’s main assumptions, issues and goals are 

introduced and understood. Moreover, it will also better explain the nature of the 

intellectual bridges between them and the philosophical concepts that he created 

and used at earlier stages of his philosophical practice. Presentation and 

explanation of the most important of them will be preceded by illustration and 

analysis of considerations directly related to cinema. Despite the lack of an 

explicit reference to all these concepts in the work on the classification of images 

and signs, where there is a clear similarity between them, points of identity and 

possible interpretative clues will be indicated for a richer reading of the ideas 

contained on the pages of Cinema. Deleuze’s overall thought project will take on 

consistency and coherence when read holistically, from the perspective of these 

conceptual (and not purely thematic) links between the philosopher’s various 

works, written at different stages and in different periods of interest in his long, 

fifty years academic career. 

The thematic scope of Cinema alone is impressively enormous. It is 

reflected in the vastness of the quoted film examples, the author’s knowledge of 

the trends, theories and the whole history of cinema. Deleuze wrote this work in 

the early 1980s, when access to films was very poor and their availability was 
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limited primarily to cinema distribution. The subject of this book is multi-layered 

and is difficult to define in terms of a single discipline, perspective or area of 

knowledge. On the one hand, the work addresses almost century-old history of 

cinema and its possible new definitions from the perspective of image 

classification, which has been developed by filmmakers throughout the century. 

On the other hand, it goes far beyond such a defined problem field and deals with 

the very relationship between cinema and philosophy (or, more broadly, the 

image and thought) and the ways of thinking about images through and along 

with images. Therefore, this work is both philosophical, theoretical, historical, but 

also critical, oriented towards the criticism of cinema, film theories, as well as 

social criticism, which is generally the guiding principle of Deleuze’s entire 

philosophical project.  

The consequences of the work’s initial assumptions and the classification 

of images made by the author are of great importance for the whole discipline of 

film philosophy. The issue of naming and defining the disciplines practiced by 

Deleuze will also be addressed in the next part, as the naming should be clarified 

in relation to the very approach of the author who practiced a nomadic thought, 

blurring the divisions between the subject of thought and the object of reflection 

(in cinema, the abolished dialectical divisions will concern the subject as a 

spectator and the images being watched or the author of a film and his creation). 

In this case, it is difficult to talk about theory (simply, because Deleuze does not 

propose any ready-made theoretical tools or methods of inquiry) or philosophical 

discourse, linguistically defining and ordering the world of images (because he 

tries to abandon the hierarchy of thoughts, making divisions into subjects and 

objects of reflection). The role of language and thought in philosophizing about 

images is, in his opinion, to establish similarities and common practices, oriented 

around identical stakes and unity of purpose. Therefore, Deleuze in cinema seeks 

an equal partner in thinking, creating concepts and artistic expression, through 

which, just like through philosophy, the reader/spectator/subject can open their 

perceptions to new, non-hierarchical and free experience of both the world and 

themselves.  

According to Deleuze, philosophy is not “a contemplation, reflection, or 

communication” (Deleuze, Burchill, Guattari, & Tomlinson, 2015, p. 6) i.e., a 

thought operation which, in principle, introduces divisions into the subject 
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(reflection, contemplation, communication) and that what is subject to reflection. 

Hence, what is philosophy (and also cinema) according to the thinker? The basic 

thesis of Deleuze and Guattari’s work, entitled What is philosophy? (2015) is 

based on setting the essence of philosophy in the act of continuous creation of 

new concepts and expanding problem areas that do not allow the thought 

processes to stop and to settle. Already on the first pages of the last book they 

wrote together they answerer unambiguously the question posed in the title:  

 

philosophy is not a simple art of forming, inventing, or fabricating 

concepts, because concepts are not necessarily forms, discoveries, 

or products. More rigorously, philosophy is the discipline that 

involves creating concepts. […] The object of philosophy is to 

create concepts that are always new. Because the concept must be 

created, it refers back to the philosopher as the one who has it 

potentially, or who has its power and competence (Deleuze, 

Burchill, Guattari, & Tomlinson, 2015, p. 5).  

 

In addition, as the authors believe, philosophy should only address those 

problems that it considers true and authentic. Therefore, Deleuze’s philosophy 

can be defined as a constant movement of thoughts towards the problems that it 

might encounter, not the problems he seeks or poses in advance. That is why so 

much of the French thinker’s work is based on composing new concepts and new 

definitions. In addition to creating terms that have not yet existed in philosophical 

dictionaries or redefining those that have been present for a long time, Deleuzian 

paradigm usually consists of concepts that cannot be directly and ultimately 

defined. One may say that his concepts are empty and open.  

They are these kinds of concepts that invite us to think together with the 

philosopher in order to develop definitions during the thinking process. They do 

not have clearly defined meanings and are deliberately fluid in meaning. They are 

also not universal, and they assume constant shifts, movement, ruptures, and 

transitions beyond identity. In order to generally understand Deleuze’s idea when 

creating philosophical concepts, one should look at his philosophical method, 

which attacks the “sedentary” thought that became dominant in western 

philosophy, starting from Plato and his definition of dialectics. In their initial 
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assumptions, Deleuzian concepts constitute a gesture of resistance against the 

philosophy of identity. These concepts are for example: rhizome, nomadism, 

deterritorialization, war machine, schizoanalysis, difference, becoming, and 

the body without organs.  

There is a kinship between this philosophical attitude and the images that 

Deleuze writes about in Cinema, which can already be highlighted. His concepts 

are free of established signified, i.e., he does not create meanings as such, but 

only a certain framework of potential meanings to fill them freely in the future in 

course of thinking. All of his key concepts contain the same element of 

impossibility of being named, unrepresentativeness or being in infinite movement 

of becoming (concepts). This attitude is opposed to the thinking of identities; the 

thinking of the same one, whose genesis is already present in the times of 

Platonic philosophy.  

According to Deleuze, there is an open possibility to conduct a project of 

constantly critical thinking, and he will take this thought on the pages of Cinema, 

thinking of cinema as a partner in critical thinking that uses images and not 

language to express ideas and build its consciousness. Speaking of constantly 

critical thinking, he emphasizes such mode of thinking that systematically 

refrains from being a part of the discursive order established by the dominant 

authorities (narratives), in opposition to repressive actions and at the same time 

preserving the autonomous character of thought. The lack of universalism and 

central ideas in Deleuzian concepts ensures that thought moves freely and 

prevents itself from being placed in sedentary patterns, ensuring that it continues 

to appear in the absence of any promise of a certain truth. By opposing sedentary 

thinking, it promotes openness to the very gesture of thought flow, the aim of 

which is not to establish the final truth and understand something ultimately, nor 

to name it, but to be in constant movement and in opposition (to what is 

sedentary, to what is captivating, to what stops thought and freedom from being 

in movement, its full potentiality and expression).  

But how does this relate to his understanding of cinema and the leading 

division he proposes; cinema of movement-image and cinema of time-image? He 

will perceive the former as cinema of an organic, concrete structure, i.e., finite, 

closed and complete. In this cinema, the narrative, the characters, the action, the 

plot, will be organized around linear structures and binary, cause and effect 
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relationships, meaningful-motor, clear divisions into motivations and actions 

(Deleuze, 1986, p. 211-217). Thus, it will be a cinema of settled thought, top-

down imposed structural order and time, which can be clearly and objectively 

derived from the movement of matter and inscribed in a linear pattern from the 

past, throughout the present and to the future.  

It is opposed to cinema time-image, i.e., cinema of continuous 

“becoming” of forms and time(s), and thus their dying and passing from one form 

to another. Cinema, just like the other Deleuzian philosophical concepts, assumes 

the emptiness of time, i.e., its absence as a single, objective form that could serve 

as a central point of reference for the plot, events, narration, the characters’ 

actions or the organization of editing and cuts. Time-image cinema turns out to be 

richer in formal experiments and artistic endeavors because it is not based on a 

single structure of the order of universe and its understanding (Deleuze, 1989, p. 

13-18). Above all, it is not cinema based on the dialectics of cause and effect, 

motivation and its fulfilment, actions and their consequences. The future and the 

past do not constitute a top-down, linear structure, but mix with other temporal 

orders, levels of perception, perspectives of seeing the world and events taking 

place in it. Cinema time-image with an insightful reading of Deleuze’s work will 

show the author’s very philosophical stance and offer indications as to what kind 

of cinema and how perceiving it can open the spectator to cognitive multiplicity 

and face the liberating emptiness, absence of time and notions in contact with the 

(film) image.  

However, Deleuze is not a theoretician in the sense that he does not 

propose a ready-made set of tools and methodological steps to be taken in order 

to benefit from the experience of time-image cinema or to be able to analyze its 

components and place in practical use. Such an attitude would consolidate him in 

the position of a sedentary thinker who imposes a structural position on subjects 

in advance, which, by entering into these positions, will obtain the identity of 

research subjects experiencing film images by means of cognitive tools obtained 

in a priori manner.  

In this way, cinema he conceptualizes and the philosophy her practices are 

combined in a unity of practices, assumptions and stakes, which as it will turn out 

later in this chapter, are oriented around creating conditions for the birth of a new 

kind of subjectivity. This is where the convergence of assumptions and purpose of 
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the philosophy he practices (of cinema and in general) between Deleuze and 

Agamben, Badiou and Rancière – the characters of the subsequent chapters of 

work – is revealed. They are all interested in the place and role of subjectivity in 

relation to the (film) image, which is also the place of subjectivity in 

philosophical thinking and society. This subjectivity is also something that in 

their opinion should be rethought and new perspectives should be proposed for its 

contemporary approach that goes beyond postmodernism. In this sense, their 

philosophies of cinema are critical projects aimed at diagnosing the social 

conditions in the times and contexts in which they originated.  

In such a perspective of addressing the subject of cinema, they conduct 

their philosophical deliberations, in each case reaching different conclusions and 

proposing different conceptual tools to carry a critical potential and offer a 

perspective of freedom for both subjects and societies. The following terms from 

Deleuze’s dictionary, which will bring closer the whole philosophical stand of the 

author of Difference and Repetition, will show in a better light these subtle 

differences between philosophers and their creation of philosophical tools that are 

aimed to open up the perspectives of freedom – both in philosophy and cinema. 

They will also enable to notice in their author a truly nomadic philosopher who, 

by giving up the division into subject and object of knowledge, lived and thought 

in a manner consistent with the philosophical concepts he built throughout his 

philosophical career. 

Taking a closer look at these concepts and their meanings, we will also be 

able to better understand Deleuzian understanding of images and his 

philosophical approaches towards cinema. The reasons for his academic interest 

in cinema, which, after all, does not stem from the logic of linear development of 

the subject matter undertaken in his successive books, but is the result of applying 

his original philosophical concepts to his own life, will also become clearer. 

Consequently, it will turn out that Deleuze’s overall project, along with its 

richness of terms and themes, is in fact an ideologically coherent and consistently 

implemented project of the nomadic philosopher, who promotes a free, open-

minded system that wants to break with the logocentrism and “settled mode of 

thinking” firmly rooted in Western philosophy.  
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2.2. Deleuzian dictionary of concepts 

 

Deleuze’s intellectual activity can be catalogued and organized in various 

ways. The richness of themes and the alleged difficulty of capturing a coherent 

image of the philosopher as a result of his philosophical assumptions has 

contributed to multiple interpretations of his thought.  

The classifications of Deleuze’s thoughts made by his commentators 

(including André Colombat, Jean-Nöel Vuarnet, France Berçu, Pierre-Francois 

Martini, Roger-Pol Droit), which Bogdan Banasiak quotes in his preface to Kant’s 

Critical Philosophy, (Deleuze & Banasiak, 1999, p. 2-8) are based primarily on 

two approaches – historical and formalistic. The first one places the French 

philosopher in the philosophical canon, defining his position in terms of 

problematic issues undertaken by him and the chronological determination of 

development of his thought. On the other hand, the formalistic approach focuses 

on a typology oriented on the subject of academic works undertaken and on the 

character of discourse that passed in Deleuze’s writings from university language 

to spoken language. 

Among the most known classifications are those that either avoid 

contextualizing Deleuze’s thoughts in a wide range of historical, philosophical 

and cultural circles, or completely ignore the chronology and external conditions 

of his thoughts. Each of the above divisions is by necessity incomplete and in fact 

leads to a reproducible attempt to catalogue the philosopher, either by grouping 

his work according to formalistic criteria, or by focusing on a linear path of 

development that his thought has seemingly followed.  

By focusing on formalistic classification, Jean-Nöel Vuarnet identifies 

three thematic areas that characterize Deleuze’s work: literary criticism (works on 

Proust, Kafka, Sacher-Masoch, Carroll), philosophical criticism (monographic 

works on Spinoza, Kant, Nietzsche, Bergson) and critical philosophy (from 

Difference and Repetition and The Logic of Sense to works jointly written with 

Félix Guattari), (Deleuze & Banasiak, 1999, p. 2). A strictly historical approach is 

proposed by Andre Colombat and Pierre-François Marietti, who based their 

classification on chronologically determined dates to make a rigid division into 

periods of interest of the French philosopher (Jakubowska, 2003, p. 16-17). The 



95 

 

grouping of Deleuze’s intellectual heritage with reference to chronologically 

ordered dates, concepts or the dominant trends in philosophy is also present in the 

studies on French philosophy, the development of critical thought, including 

postmodernism, poststructuralism (Descombes, 2001) or post-Marxism (Tormey 

& Townshend, 2006). 

On the borderline of proposed divisions is a position of more 

contemporary commentator of Deleuzian thought, Michael Herer (Herer, 2006). 

He analyses the philosophical themes of the author of Difference and Repetition 

by using an immanent perspective. Such an analysis follows Deleuze’s own 

proposal, i.e., it gives direction to the interpretation in relation to the proposed 

problem chain, thus allowing for creative meetings between the philosopher and 

other philosophers/spheres in an unlimited historical-space approach. Herer 

writes in the introduction of his book about Deleuze:  

 

The starting point for the reconstruction of the process of 

becoming a thought is creation, above all the creation of problems 

alone. The eternal questions constitute a different plan, only 

secondary to the creative philosophical practice, which assumes at 

the same time the non-reducibility of gesture and all possible 

forms of «co-existence» (Herer, 2006, p. 7-8). 

 

The “immanent reading” proposed by the author, presented in an 

interesting and new approach, focuses exclusively on the very theory and 

interpretation of some aspects of Deleuze’s philosophy using the methodology he 

has developed himself (if the methodology in his case can be used in any way at 

all). Herer focuses in his work on the problem of genesis, considering it a key 

concept organizing Deleuze’s philosophy (Herer, 2006, p. 8). 

Deleuze constructs conceptual figures with the philosophical assistance of 

other thinkers in order to define his own view of the world, to illustrate how the 

model of thinking and perception should undergo dynamic changes in order for 

consciousness to be free from the previously established framework that has been 

rooted in culture since the time of Plato. Thus, the reality (including cinematic 

one) changes in a certain way under the influence of these figures, capturing and 

redefining them, which makes them function in a slightly different way; different 
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from the philosopher’s intentions, slipping out of his own mind.  

In order to comprehend this tactic, let us take a closer look at some of 

Deleuze’s key concepts, which form a part of his philosophical toolbox. Some of 

them were used by him when he was writing Cinema and he directly pointed at 

them (becoming, difference, virtuality). Other (such as rhizome or nomadology) 

do not appear explicitly in his book, but if we are aware of their meanings and the 

contexts they originated in, we will find their presence and reference to them in 

the whole project of Deleuzian two-part work on images, movement and time. 

 

2.2.1. Actuality and virtuality 

 

In Deleuzian ontology, virtual and actual are the key concepts to 

understand the processes governing the organization and perception of reality. In 

thinking of cinema, they will be visible everywhere, where an image of one kind 

will pass into another and an actualization will mean materialization of the image, 

either of mental or emotional states or simply of the action, movement or 

operation. This issue will be addressed again when discussing Deleuzian 

classification of images, at this point it is only used as an indication for future 

reference.  

The notions of actuality and virtuality are derived from the philosophy of 

Henri Bergson, the same one whose theses will become the main source of 

inspiration for Deleuze when writing Cinema. These concepts constitute two 

opposing orders. However, this opposition should not be understood on the 

principle of binary opposition, typical of classical (Hegelian) dialectics. Deleuze 

repeatedly dissociated himself from such reasoning and considered himself an 

enemy of dialectics in Hegel or Plato interpretation. He tried to overthrow their 

influence, which strongly rooted and dominated western philosophy, culture, 

politics and society.  

Virtual is a concept that cannot be symbolized as it does not have a form 

that could be represented with a use of language. It can be described as a primary 

source that determines the possibility of material, experiential forms (including 

images). It is not subject to any description, emotion, nomenclature or intellectual 

cognition. Thus, it is not subject to time or structural organization, it cannot be 
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inscribed into any permanent form. It is above and beyond definitions, before a 

possibility of mental capture. It is roughly what for Freud in his psychoanalytical 

interpretation is ID. From virtuality all possible forms and orders are emerging, 

the mind introduces descriptions, definitions and emotional experiences in a 

gesture of division and delay of virtuality. These forms (whether mental, physical 

or emotional) Deleuze defines as actualities; identities (material forms) that are 

the result of individuation processes. This distinction aims to emphasize that the 

way in which forms are constituted does not occur at the level of experiential 

actuality, but is conditioned by what is virtual:  

 

It is sufficient to understand that the genesis takes place in time not 

between one actual term, however small, and another actual term, 

but between virtual and its actualisation - in other words, it goes 

from the structure to its incarnation, from the conditions of a 

problem to the cases of solution, from the differential elements and 

their ideal connections to actual terms and diverse real relations 

which constitute at each moment the actuality of time (Deleuze & 

Patton, 2014, p. 183).  

 

It is worth noting that both the actual and virtual belong to the same order 

of reality, constitute its two sides and are equally real (Deleuze & Patton, 2014, p. 

189). The process of virtual transition to actual is the process of “becoming,” 

which continuously generates new modalities. To translate this into the Deleuzian 

language of cinema, it is possible to state that all the images that the philosopher 

distinguishes are of different kinds and degrees of actualizing the original, virtual 

“pra-image”; an image of pure consciousness in which there is a free and 

unlimited flow of present visibility, not yet subjected to intellectual, aesthetic or 

emotional operations. Virtual here would be what is before the first movement-

image and after the last time-image, and thus would be the context and condition 

for the possibility of any image to exist. Therefore, any image would be an 

actualization of what is unrepresentative and unorganized, and would be a kind of 

a curve of consciousness and stopping it in order to obtain mental or emotional 

perception. 

In virtual world there are no images as such, because there are no 
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divisions that would give the condition of possibility for definitions and things to 

exist. In other words, if there are no divisions there are no oppositions that would 

enable images to emerge from. There is a whole, which cannot be described, 

captured or explored. Only the initiation of division into the image as an object of 

observation and the image as its subject introduces the first gesture of 

actualization, consisting of the fact that someone perceives something that is 

separated from him/her in an act of delayed cognition. Perception always requires 

division into subjects and objects (of perception).  

This delay, which is an act of actualization, starts the first movement-

image – image–perception – as it is defined in Deleuzian classification. From that 

moment on, image will be more and more divided, evolving towards time-images, 

and let us note that this evolution is not a linear development, but a circular, or 

perhaps a rhizomatic one. This means that we cannot refer to the process of image 

evolution as an improvement of images, as both Deleuze’s first type of 

movement-image and the last type of time-image represent an equal closeness to 

pure consciousness (Deleuze, 1989, p. 1-24). Thus, linear evolution is only 

apparent, or to put it in another way, it is one of the many possibilities of 

interpretations of movement between images. 

 

2.2.2. Becoming 

 

Another concept that will help to better understand the nature of image 

existence and its qualitative transition from one type to another is becoming. 

Becoming (fr. devenir) is an important concept in the Deleuzian dictionary, 

because along with such concepts as difference, repetition, virtual and actual, it 

constitutes a set of basic tools in the fight against Western philosophical tradition. 

A tradition that Deleuze perceives as being based on the centrality of the human 

mind, built on Plato’s philosophy and operating such concepts as being, identity, 

original, essence, logocentrism.  

The concept of becoming has been derived from Nietzsche, an important 

philosopher for Deleuze, and it describes a continuous, infinite production 

process and virtual transition into actual. Becoming is a movement that can be 

observed between successive transition stages of two modalities (again indicating 
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that it may also involve images).  

 

Becoming is the pure movement evident in changes between 

particular events. This is not to say that becoming represents a 

phase between two states or a range of terms or states through 

which something might pass on its journey to another state. Rather 

than a product, final or interim, becoming is the very dynamism of 

change, situate between heterogeneous terms and tending towards 

no particular goal or end-state. (Parr, 2014, p. 21-22). 

 

 However, it does not simply represent two stages; two elements during the 

transition from one to the other. It is not a product or the end result of some 

modifications that take place in the process of qualitative changes.  

Becoming is a dynamic process of continuous, unending changes, not 

oriented towards a specific goal. It is impossible both to observe the processes 

that gave rise to it and to recognize it by observing what is actual. As Deleuze 

summaries it, experiential actuality “is not just becoming as one, or even two, but 

becoming as a hundred thousand” (Deleuze et al., 2019, p. 296). The concept of 

becoming has been in continuous development in Deleuzian works and it has 

evolved in the second volume of the book written with Guattari, Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia, titled A Thousand Plateaus. The authors introduce an elaborated 

definition of how they perceive it. 

 

A becoming is not a correspondence between relations. But neither 

is it a resemblance, an imitation, or, at the limit, an identification. 

The whole structuralist critique of the series seems irrefutable. To 

become is not to progress or regress along a series. Above all, 

becoming does not occur in the imagination, even when the 

imagination reaches the highest cosmic or dynamic level, as in 

Jung or Bachelard. […] Becoming produces nothing other than 

itself. We fall into a false alternative if we say that you either 

imitate or you are. What is real is the becoming itself, the block of 

becoming, not the supposedly fixed terms through which that 

which becomes passes. […] This is the point to clarify: that a 
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becoming lacks a subject distinct from itself; but also, that it has no 

term, since its term in turn exists only as taken up in another 

becoming of which it is the subject, and which coexists, forms a 

block, with the first. This is the principle according to which there 

is a reality specific to becoming (the Bergsonian idea of a 

coexistence of very different „durations,” superior or inferior to 

„ours,” all of them in communication). […] Becoming is 

involutionary, involution is creative. To regress is to move in the 

direction of something less differentiated. But to involve is to form 

a block that runs its own line „between” the terms in play and 

beneath assignable relations. […] Becoming is a rhizome, not a 

classificatory or genealogical tree. Becoming is certainly not 

imitating, or identifying with something; neither is it regressing-

progressing; neither is it corresponding, establishing corresponding 

relations; neither is it producing, producing a filiation or producing 

through filiation. Becoming is a verb with a consistency all its 

own; it does not reduce to, or lead back to, appearing, being, 

equalling, or producing (Deleuze, Guattari, & Massumi, 2019, p. 

237-238). 

 

At this stage of recognition of Deleuze’s core concepts, it may still seem 

unclear how they translate into the study and understanding of film images. First 

of all, it may be about the transition from one image to another, but it does not 

mean the linear transition of images in films, which form the axis and time of the 

fable and plot, and progress events on the screen. It is more about the transition of 

images into different qualities, though again, the problem of definition and the 

recognition of movement in its undifferentiation is faced here. If becoming is a 

fluid process that cannot be observed by one’s mind, the boundaries between 

images (their structural elements) become conventional for the mind in order to 

freeze virtual movement and be able to put an order into cognition, to understand 

the world of phenomena, to create a seemingly constant order with perceptible 

elements.  

Therefore, the differences between the types of images by Deleuze can be 

interpreted as quantitative and not qualitative differences. In other words, the 
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defined qualities of images and the differences between them are a way of 

capturing the quantitative differences, resulting from the conventional 

interpretation of the moments when virtual flow stops. This may give rise to 

further problems of the definition and the need to clarify the concepts that were 

used to describe the meaning of becoming. The very concept of what a difference 

is constitutes a key issue here, because when initiating a classification of any kind 

of phenomena or objects, whether they are images, film genres or animal species, 

it is worth considering what is this concept of difference that underlies any 

classification and gives it its existence and validation?  

 

2.2.3. Difference 

 

Deleuze is often referred to as the “postmodern philosopher of difference” 

(Parr, 2014, p. 72), because he is most often associated with this notion (similar to 

Jacques Derrida or Jean-Francois Lyotard). He built its authorial, original 

meaning in the work Difference and Repetition (1969) as a tool opposing the 

ideas of being and identity, privileged in western philosophical tradition as the 

categories describing reality and defining metaphysics. Deleuze claimed that it is 

difference alone, not the subject, that is the highest rule conditioning experience 

(Parr, 2014, p. 72).  

He derived this concept from Nietzsche’s philosophy. Difference cannot 

be directly expressed, it can only be described because it is not like being or 

identity, a component of experiential reality, but a condition of its possible 

existence. Deleuze puts it enigmatically: “Difference is not diversity. Diversity is 

given, but difference is that by which the given is given, that by which the given 

is given as diverse” (Deleuze & Patton, 2014, p. 222). By making a distinction 

between difference and diversity – which is already an actualization of difference 

– he suggests how this concept should be understood. It is not an element that 

creates reality, but enables creation as such. “It is always differences, which 

resemble one another, which are analogous, opposed or identical: difference is 

behind everything, but behind difference there is nothing” (Deleuze & Patton, 

2014, p. 57). 

Indication of the conditions of the possibility of existence is important in 
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Deleuzian philosophy because it enables the genetic process to be carried out and 

individually given subjects to be recognized in experience as complex 

constructions that can be reduced to the basic processes that condition them. It is 

on this basis that it is possible to make a claim about the quantitative nature of 

differences between images as mentally experienced beings. The basic processes 

of actualizing images into their particular types are the result of differentiation of 

virtual, i.e., the division of the whole of what can be visible (pure consciousness, 

the basis of everything possible).  

Deleuze makes cuts between images for the purpose of his classification 

on the basis of the smallest, discernible differences. They are derived from the 

human perception apparatus, emotions, consciousness, and thus all kinds of 

sensual and intellectual cognition and experience. For this reason, his 

classification of images and film signs can be considered a gesture of structuralist 

thinker who marks two extreme poles of definition or experience (of perceiving 

images) and then looks for all kinds of images between them which exist and 

have existed (within films) in the history of cinema.  

Before moving on to the next concept, it is worthwhile to point out that 

Deleuze’s philosophers-continuators, who certainly cannot be called 

postmodernists, have developed the concepts presented here in their works on 

cinema. Whether it be the Agambenian figure of “potentiality”, the Rancière’s 

“division of the perceptible” or Badiou and his definitions of ethics and the 

process of truth, each of them will be influenced by the philosophy of difference, 

the idea of becoming or actualizing what is virtual.  

Films as intentionally created worlds, the visibility of which is freely 

created by the imagination of artists, will be for them a perfect example of a 

philosophical partner that addresses these issues using not language, but images 

and movement s. Here is another important kinship between Deleuze and his 

followers, whether they would be faithful to his assumptions or would only use 

them as a starting point for their own deliberations about cinema. In addition to 

their critical attitude and the creation of empty spaces for the birth of post-

postmodern subjectivity (or community or society as a collective subjectivity), 

they also continue to develop philosophical concepts that play an important role 

in the tradition of critical thinking. 
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2.2.4. Singularity 

Another important concept in the dictionary of the author of The Logic of 

Sense is singularity. Singularity (fr. singularité) was borrowed by Deleuze from 

the terminology used in the field of cartography to identify geographical 

locations. In the Deleuze dictionary, singularity is translated according to 

philosophical criteria and is used to study forms and their specific dynamics. It is 

seen as a unity, but only in the perception process, from the subject’s point of 

view. In fact, singularity is the focus of many lines that intersect in the dynamic 

process of becoming. The translation of this term from topology was the result of 

Deleuzian genetic research, which is supposed to enable the transition from the 

surface level to the level of its constitution. When Deleuze uses the notion of 

singularity, he is concerned with all those virtual elements that bring to life 

experimental actuality. Singularity is supposed to bring to mind motion, the 

condensation of processes that take place beyond the reach of perception. It is 

possible to conclude that sooner or later Deleuze had to reach for cinema as an 

adversary that, without using linguistic forms of thought expression, shows in 

aesthetic forms and through movement what the philosopher is trying to illustrate 

conceptually.  

Here it can be seen how Deleuze, using his concepts, tries not so much to 

name but to point out those aspects of reality that cannot be named because they 

stand at the root and before mental processes, so that they cannot necessarily be 

named or, in other words, captured by linguistic forms. Deleuze is interested, in 

cinema or in reality, in all these pre-formal aspects of becoming what is actual, 

i.e., what the mind does not yet experience, but around which understanding 

focuses and what he tries to name in order to give logic to the experienced 

phenomenon and to find an order that will bring an understanding. In the case of 

cinema, these will be the conditions of possibility of images, everything that 

enables them, and the effects of which the mind registers in the form of film 

images, narrations, plots, emotions, character developments, etc. In this way, 

Deleuze also makes philosophy of cinema a reflection on cognition as such and 

links issues of ontological and epistemological nature in the same way as he 
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invalidates the boundaries between the subject and the object of observation, 

between materialism and idealism, or between the film image and the spectator, 

who is also an image, along with all other images (Deleuze, 1986). 

Deleuze drew this approach from Bergson’s theory of the image, a key 

inspiration in the writing of Cinema. For Bergson, movement and image are an 

inseparable unity and the human perception apparatus is in no way superior or 

privileged to the image. It is also an image, the same as any other. It is an image 

among other images and in his opinion no possible understanding of the 

conditions of perception is able to bring the subject of perception closer to its 

object. He states: 

 

Here are external images, then my body, and, lastly, the changes 

brought about by my body in the surrounding images. I see plainly 

how external images influence the image that I call my body: they 

transmit movement to it. And I also see how this body influences 

external images: it gives back movement to them. My body is, 

then, in the aggregate of the material world, an image which acts 

like other images, receiving and giving back movement, with, 

perhaps, this difference only, that my body appears to choose, 

within certain limits, the manner in which it shall restore what it 

receives. […] If it is an image, that image can give but what has 

been put into it, and since it is, by hypothesis, the image of my 

body only, it would be absurd to expect to get from it that of the 

whole universe. My body, an object destined to move other 

objects, is, then, a centre of action; it cannot give birth to a 

representation (Bergson, Paul, & Palmer, 1970, p. 5). 

 

Deleuze and Bergson have a similar view on the idea of image when they 

speak of it as a continuous flow of virtuality in its never actualized change and 

form. Hence, image functions in a material way while being in movement and 

constantly changing. It is impossible to introduce into this theory the superior 

perspective of the observing subject, because it would introduce a relation of 

domination, which would cause the proposed model of cinema to lose its sense 

(Deleuze, 1995, p. 60-61). 
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2.2.5. Nomadology 

 

The subsequent concepts presented below mark a new period in Deleuze’s 

academic career, although they remain a continuation of the previous 

considerations rather than a radical rupture and a turn in a new direction. This 

new period can be described as a transition into the area of socio-political interest, 

and this is also the starting point for creative collaboration with the French 

psychoanalyst, Félix Guattari. This cooperation resulted in such works as the 

already mentioned Capitalism and Schizophrenia, as well as What is philosophy? 

and Kafka: towards minor literature. It has contributed to the radicalization of 

their philosophical language, which in Deleuze’s interpretation seemed anarchic, 

radically open and chaotic, in the positive sense of the term. 

Concepts such as nomadology, rhizome, schizoanalysis, a body without 

organs, deterritorialization or war machine are those that can already be seen in 

Deleuze’s early works, and that have taken their final definition in a two-volume 

Capitalism and Schizophrenia, written together with Guattari. They describe a 

model of thinking and ontological dimensions of the world in the manner that is 

similar to the concepts of: difference, virtual, actual, singularity, becoming. They 

complement these concepts in the perspective of being (subjectivity) reflected and 

positioned in the social-political world. Deleuze, together with Guatarri, develop 

these concepts and propose new ones on their basis in order to be able to present 

their own vision of the project of emancipation of subjects in a more practical, 

politically oriented way. These concepts can also be successfully reflected in the 

world of cinema and images. Although Deleuze in Cinema, written a few years 

after the completion of Capitalism and Schizophrenia, does not operate with these 

concepts in an explicit way, they can be seen both in the author’s approach to the 

subject, the method of image analysis and the way images are classified by him.  

The term nomadology was developed in order to oppose the hitherto 

prevailing ways of thinking, characteristic of Western culture, derived from 

Plato’s philosophy and setting the trajectory of the development of logocentric 

thinking to this day (still very much present in our everyday existence). The idea 

of nomadology was based on the attitude of a nomad, a shepherd living in the 
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Homeric era. Through it, Deleuze opposes sedentary thought, based on 

established patterns of relations, laws that define permanent, fixed relationships 

between phenomena. Instead, he proposes a definition of nomadology as a new 

way of thinking in and about culture. Modeled on the way nomads graze their 

sheep, the French philosopher proposes free thinking, free from limitations, 

spreading over a given area in a way that is top-down undefined and does not 

follow a predefined goal.  

Unlike sedentary thinking, here the thought is in constant motion, freely 

choosing the direction of movement in the area. This is a reversal of the 

relationship between cause and effect, or more broadly, dialectics, where the 

questions posed are the result of the choice of discipline and problem area, which 

in a way imposes in advance the framework of a possible solution to the problems 

and the answer. In contrast to such an organized thought, the French authors want 

thought not to be determined by a predetermined problem field, a theory, a 

methodology or a type of discipline that can and has the right to solve it, but in a 

way moves slowly forward, encountering points and problems on its way.  

Nomadology assumes the absence of specific external findings and a 

priori assumptions, which can have twofold consequences. A thought shaped in 

this way opens up a field for broad deliberations and analyses not dictated by the 

established discourse. It is a turn against the classical, academic treatment of the 

research topic. Thus, it can also become a turn against the researcher, who can 

easily get lost in the nomadic approach of the subject in his works. “Thinking in 

this system is an adventure, it is open to the unknown, poses questions without 

knowing the answer (Jakubowska, 2003, p. 32). Nomadic thought is not ordered 

according to any previously designed order, it establishes this order on its own, ad 

hoc, in the process of thinking. It is an anarchist thought.  

Nomadology, according to Deleuze and Guattari, is “the opposite of a 

history” (Deleuze, Guattari, & Massumi, 2019, p. 25). This means that they are 

opposed to narrative, dialectics and, in a way, to time and mind – as the concepts 

that contain history as their structural element. Let us stop here for a moment to 

elaborate on this particular idea. What does it mean that they are opposed to a 

history and what are the direct consequences for cinema and thinking about 

images of such a claim? They state: “history is always written from the sedentary 

point of view and in the name of a unitary State apparatus, at least a possible one, 
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even when the topic is nomads” (Deleuze, Guattari, & Massumi, 2019, p. 25).  

History can be understood as an intellectual, rational and linear 

description of the past, memory retention, in any case incomplete, favoring 

stronger individuals, groups in power and target-oriented, most often focused on 

sustaining and reproducing power around the relevant interpretation of the past. 

Therefore, history is the use of a variety of linguistic and mental operations and 

also, in a sense, a hypocrisy or, to put it milder, a selection (as well as creation) of 

facts and interpretations, made for the benefit of those who have voice, strength 

and power. The present, which is historicized, is subject to the work of a memory, 

imagination, power, propaganda or/and desire. In many ways, its “delays” the 

truth (just like the perception delays virtual in order to form images), politicizes 

it, disqualifies individuals and weaker, subordinate groups. Thus, history is an 

extension of events in time, whether they actually occurred or not, if they are 

imagined or created, which as a result of this extension are subject to distortions 

and manipulations, mostly intentional and aimed at maintaining the status of 

power.  

Being opposed to a history also means to be opposed to dialectics and a 

hierarchy of beings. Historical discourses do not just privilege past events but 

they also privilege actuality over potentiality, material events of political or 

military importance over more intellectual or immaterial ones. The philosophers 

mention that if “we cannot have a hierarchy of beings – such as the dominance of 

mind over matter, or actuality over potentiality, or the present over the future – 

this is because being is univocal, which doesn’t mean that it is always the same, 

but that each of its differences has as much being as any other” (Parr, 2014, p. 

181). 

Let us shift this philosophical insight into the topic of cinema in order to 

examine the possible links between nomadology and its use in film studies. 

(Film) image, as being intertwined with the concepts of dialectics and history, 

performs the same operations as history, which can refer to in terms of political, 

social and cultural elements, as well as in the case of their lack. Their lack does 

not mean a lack of interpretation by the observer’s mind. Deleuze and his 

philosophy of cinema are deprived of an external (socio-political) background as 

such, which seems to break with his approach, presented in Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia. However, in a certain sense, he also maintains continuity, since 
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both of these projects examine a specific world of phenomena while focusing on 

their structures and mechanisms of functioning. He speaks of images in a possible 

“elimination” them from history and focuses only on their types and differences 

and the philosophical consequences of proposed classification. Nevertheless, on a 

general level of reflection, it seems impossible to get rid of the historical aspects 

completely and conceptualize images from a pure, abstract and philosophical 

perspective.  

Cinema exists in history, thanks to history and throughout history. Films 

are (predominately) stories, and the history of images is the history of 

development of particular forms and their evolution into others, whether this 

process is seen as a linear progression or in any other temporal manner. If to 

assume that history is a process of delaying virtuality in attempts to rationally 

perceive the reality, i.e., the operation of a mind that wants to stop a movement in 

order to understand something and gives it a meaning, the history starts exactly at 

the moment when the mind performs a reaction and makes the first division of 

itself as a subject and what it wants to capture mentally as an object. Thus, an 

image is created at the moment when history begins, because the movement of 

division between the observing subject and the object of observation is a gesture 

of creating distance, and thus also time, and history.  

Already the first kind of movement-image introduced by Deleuze – 

perception–image – is not free from history, even though it seems to be seemingly 

devoid of it. We can compare this type of image to a small child, who cannot yet 

speak or walk, but already perceives visible forms and starts to react to them and 

with this gesture of reaction it begins its story. By identifying as, a subject who 

looks at what it is looking at, the child begins to be positioned in time, and thus 

also begins to make history, even though this gesture of perceiving visual forms 

may not yet be consciously realized as such, nor be oriented around any particular 

purpose. This topic, together with the explanation of image classification, will be 

addressed when describing the types of images that Deleuze offers. It is indicated 

here, in a place where it is possible to follow the connections between Deleuze – 

philosopher of cinema and Deleuze – critical, continental philosopher. The theme 

of images as only historically existing in cinema will be taken up by Agamben, 

Badiou and Rancière, who will include ethical and political issues in their 

deliberations by shifting their understanding of the nature of images from 
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aesthetical to political.  

 

2.2.6. Rhizome 

 

The figure of the rhizome, like the figure of the nomad, is also constructed 

in opposition to the traditional, classical (Platonic) image of the world, together 

with thinking about it and in it. Speaking metaphorically, it contrasts the “taproot” 

and “beam root” types of thinking with the rhizome mode of thinking. The 

taproot was used as a metaphor for the kind of thinking that Deleuze criticizes 

because of its functions and dialectical structures. The taproot thinking is based 

on the core, a strong base from which smaller structures branch, thus there is a 

hierarchical division into a clearly defined center and periphery. This type of 

thought is based on binary logic, negating multiplicity in favor of a homogenous 

whole. The thinking of the beam root type does not negate dualism in spite of the 

lack of a core, it is still conditioned by settled thinking and is a reflection of 

reality, and the multiplicity of beam roots is not the primary multiplicity that 

Deleuze is concerned about. It assumes unity in the subject despite the lack of its 

actual representation in the form of taproot (Parr, 2014, p. 232-233). 

The rhizome figure functions in a completely different way. It is a system 

based on a primitive, pluralistic, undifferentiated (and virtual) multiplicity. The 

rhizome is built of a large number of shoots and roots, it continues to grow in 

undefined directions and is not based on a central system that would function as 

its basis and organizing element. The figure of rhizome does not represent the 

world, does not reflect reality, does not describe or define, nor value it, but forms 

an element that constitutes the reality and co-creates it in a dynamic manner. The 

features that differentiate a thought-rhizome from taproot or beam root types of 

thinking are, above all, the equivalence of elements, the lack of beginning and 

end, the possibility to rebuild, break, rupture and continue the thought process at 

any time without any loss, the lack of linearity or cause-and-effect logic. The 

concept of rhizome was best described in A Thousand Plateaus: 

 

A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, 

between things, interbeing, intermezzo. The tree is filiation, but the 
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rhizome is alliance, uniquely alliance. The tree imposes the verb 

“to be”, but the fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction, “and... 

and... and...” This conjunction carries enough force to shake and 

uproot the verb “to be.” Where are you going? Where are you 

coming from? What are you heading for? These are totally useless 

questions. Making a clean slate, starting or beginning again from 

ground zero, seeking a beginning or a foundation—all imply a 

false conception of voyage and movement (a conception that is 

methodical, pedagogical, initiatory, symbolic...). […] The middle 

is by no means an average; on the contrary, it is where things pick 

up speed. Between things does not designate a localizable relation 

going from one thing to the other and back again, but a 

perpendicular direction, a transversal movement that sweeps one 

and the other away, a stream without beginning or end that 

undermines its banks and picks up speed in the middle (Deleuze, 

Guattari, & Massumi, 2019, p. 25). 

 

Therefore, if we can talk about some model of the world, it is certainly 

more reasonable to do so in relation to rhizomes, because the reality, indeed, is 

rhizomorphic. A rhizome is made of plateau, while a plateau is, as the 

philosophers would say, “a continuous region of intensity” which vibrations are 

not subject to an organizing orientation, it is any multiplicity that can be 

combined with others to form a rhizome that does not begin or end. The rhizome 

does not begin or end, it is always circulating between things. The rhizome can 

take various forms, it is in constant movement and escapes descriptive schemes 

because it escapes time as a progressive continuation of moments that proceed 

linearly and objectively. It is clear how the rhizome opposes history as a linear 

development and understanding of facts, and how it can be inscribed in the 

philosophy of cinema on many levels of thinking about images.  

Deleuze understands history, like Nietzsche, as an eternal return of forms 

(Parr, 2014, p. 82-84). Similarly, the history of cinema does not constitute a linear 

development of forms or films. The film images alone are not subject to the logic 

of linearity, they cannot be interpreted historically, linearly. Of course, it is 

possible to argue, claiming that the very division proposed by Deleuze into 
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cinema movement–image and cinema time-image is a historical division and is a 

consequence of political and historical events, namely the outbreak of the Second 

World War in Europe. In the light of one of many possible perspectives we can 

argue about the development of image forms from perception and action images 

and all the other forms of movement–images to advanced forms of time–images 

and crystal cinema, but a number of problems arise here. Crystal-image that 

Deleuze talks about in his book is associated with such a concept time, which 

makes it possible to conceive of “becoming” itself, and at the same time 

experience of the horizon of sensations liberated from the sensorimotor schema.  

The first problem is the adoption of a logocentric perspective of such a 

position, i.e., recognition that cinema time–image is a cinema of more developed 

forms, more artistic or intellectually more advanced (by implication, leading the 

subjects towards higher goals, deeper cognition, more sublime aesthetic 

experiences). This way we establish the central point and around it we build a 

historical understanding and an order of understanding that aims to favor a 

particular position, in this case the theses about the domination of human mind or 

artistic practices over simple perception. If to assume, for example, the 

superiority of movement–image with its timelessness, then the thesis about the 

progressive character of film images is overthrown.  

If, on the other hand, the first movement–image and the last time–image 

intertwine in a circular movement, Nietzschean eternal return, and come closer to 

pure consciousness as a virtual universe devoid of time and thought, the story as a 

linear description of events ceases to lose its raison d’être, because it does not 

pursue a final goal anywhere, hence it loses its hierarchical status. However, this 

does not mean that it is less privileged than any other version of events or 

historical understanding of the evolution of film images. It simply means that 

without objective, permanent, absolute and unchangeable ethical, political or 

scientific references, it is one of a multitude of equivalent versions or 

interpretations of events. The figure of rhizome does not favor any position and 

does not promote ethical, intellectual or any other hierarchical dominance. It 

becomes clear now how it relates to the understanding of cinema and all the types 

of images that constitute it.  
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2.2.7. Deterritorialization 

The notion of deterritorialization appears in several works, written jointly 

by Deleuze and Guattari, and with a variety of meanings and potentials. In order 

to propose a certain generalization and consistent definition, deterritorialization 

can be understood as a movement that contributes to the generation of changes. 

Deterritorialization is a process that activates the creative potential, leading to 

liberation from the imposed patterns and initiating a new kind of logic, organizing 

reality. Deterritorialization is not the opposite of territorialization, because 

Deleuze avoided conceptual construction in its usual binary, dialectical 

oppositions to existing terms. His ambition was to go beyond dualism, to 

transcend the dialectic in which concepts and phenomena exist through their 

opposites. Nevertheless, the deterritorialization takes place within the territory 

that enables and conditions its processes. Deleuze and Guattari use the concept of 

deterritorialization in different contexts and in different areas: philosophy, 

literature, music, art, or social movement s and the capitalist system. The concept 

of deterritorialization appeared in The Capitalism and Schizophrenia, jointly 

written by Deleuze and Guattari. Under this term they described the processes 

through which the established material organization and contexts of reality (as 

well as mental cognition) lose their validity and require rethinking through the 

lens of new perception of reality. This idea gained its full meaning by combining 

it with the psychoanalytical theory by Freud, especially his theory of Psyche. 

Freudian concept of libido redefined the understanding of how human mental 

development evolves and how ego is defined. Such reframed understanding 

contributed to paying more attention to invisible, undefined processes that govern 

human development and shifted from material, physical aspects that turned out to 

play way less important role for Freud in his theory. How the concept of 

deterritorialization can be translated into the thinking about cinema and images? 

It can be noticed that the shift from cinema image-movement to cinema time-

image is based on the idea of deterritorialization as the cinematic concepts 

represented through films (time, narrative, story, editing) no longer derive from 

the material organization of the (film) reality but are rather based on the new 

understanding of mental and emotional processes that cannot be simply defined 

through material, cause-and-effect, linear manner.   
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2.2.8. War machine 

The war machine can be defined in the shortest terms as an infinite 

opposition, a constant struggle against the prevailing system, enslavement, 

established cultural standards that seek to preserve status quo. The thought – war 

machine is based on constant demystification and revealing the basis of 

established order in order to show its morality, falsity and mechanisms that lead 

to enslavement. According to Deleuze, the ruling power has subordinated the 

thought systems that originated in the philosophical tradition from Plato, and 

therefore it is necessary, in his opinion, to “reverse Platonism,” negate and 

criticize the discourses in society. Thinking dominated by the discourses of power 

is entangled in certain logical schemes. The aim of a war machine, on the other 

hand, is to take up the problem of thinking over and over again and oppose the 

social order, trying to undermine its legitimacy and dismantling its ideological 

mechanisms.  

It is clear how all the Deleuzian terms correspond to each other. The war 

machine is a machine-rhizome. It can only function on the rights set out by 

nomadology and with constant becoming. The singularity cannot be explained 

without referring to the concepts of virtual and actual, whereby for the meaning 

of the latter it is important to understand the concept of difference. The concepts 

proposed here are accompanied by a number of others, introduced by Deleuze 

and Guattari in their most important common work, Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia. Among them is the concept of schizoanalysis or a body without 

organs.  

The concepts presented above are merely a necessary outline of Deleuze’s 

critical discourse and show the basic problem stakes around which the critical 

thought of the author of Difference and Repetition circulates. Although the 

concepts presented above are mostly not directly applied by Deleuze in his work 

on cinema, they echo strongly in his philosophy and model of image 

categorization. In addition, contemporary critical philosophers who develop 

Deleuze’s thought of cinema are interested in a similar network of issues, which 

just like he himself, they build in an authorial way long before they start thinking 

about cinema. Then, together with cinema as a philosophical partner, they show 

the creative and critical power of images and define cinema as an autonomous 
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form of thinking that cannot simply be reduced to language practices or thought 

patterns. 

The concept of the body without organs is yet again another term that both 

Deleuze and Guattari constructed to express their idea of how to perceive the 

organization of reality and its perception through new, non-linear and non-

material logic. It can be understood as the body without an image, without a fixed 

structure that can be defined in its material, conscious aspects. We can see here 

how this concept corresponds with the notion of deterritorialization as it also puts 

an emphasis on the subconscious, non-sensual, non-perceptible layers that exist 

without our direct access to them and which govern the production of social 

structure, organization of material, physical, sensual aspects of our lives. We can 

also compare the body without organs to the Freudian concept of id, raw, 

repressed, uncontrollable and subconscious energy, desires, that simply flow 

without being defined, noticed, named with language, structured by knowledge. 

This concept can also be used to understand the shift from cinema movement-

image to cinema time-image in the ways how the organization of images and all 

the elements that constitute cinema produce cinematic images and films.  

 

2.3. Cinema by Deleuze 

 

Deleuze’s idea to propose a new approach to cinema and its history was 

far-reaching and very ambitious. His intention was to create a complete taxonomy 

of film images and signs that would capture all possible types and variations of 

them in a systemic model. Based primarily on the philosophical works of Henri 

Bergson and the semiotic works of Charles S. Peirce, he synthesized their 

approaches, while at the same time developed and transferred them to the ground, 

which neither they nor he had dealt with before (omitting the fact of some of 

Bergson’s philosophical trips towards cinema). Finding the essence of cinema in 

images, rather than in its temporal, dialectical forms – narration, characters, 

montage, emotions or fiction – Deleuze developed his classification by looking 

for differences between the smallest aspects of images, so that his classification 

could be complete and include all their types.  
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Therefore, he was interested in “pure cinema”4, symbolically unmediated, 

objective and timeless, or such, in which the division into objectivity and 

subjectivity, or even an image and a spectator, is secondary and does not change 

the way images are divided. It is possible to state that this approach is based on a 

disagreement with the hierarchy of images and language and the superior 

treatment of the latter, but also on the disagreement with talking about the essence 

of cinema with regard to subjective and historical perspectives. Thus, pure 

cinema and Deleuze’s pure images are, one could say, radically subjective as well 

as pre–subjective, in their nature unmediated by mental cognition. He 

conceptualizes cinema either as a structure or as an empty space that subjectivity 

can fill.  

At this point it is worth indicating another point of reflection for the 

philosophers-continuators, who will bring back to the contemporary philosophy 

of cinema a new and different (from Deleuzian) understanding of subjectivity, 

together with its various related functions, properties and aspects – gesture, gaze, 

narrative, authors, ethics and politics. It will be based on the claim that cinema 

can only exist when a subject and history are involved, thus in fact cinema in its 

essence is political, ethical and subjective not just aesthetic and philosophical. 

This gesture of shifting considerations towards subjectivity, carefully redefined 

after a period of postmodern deconstructions, will prove to be one of the key 

gestures to bring a change in the ways how cinema has been philosophically 

tackled after Deleuze. Deleuze has left the space for subjectivity empty and 

avoided overly concretizing about what kind of subjectivity would be filled in the 

images and in cinema. As a result, there are no political debates, ethical 

standpoints or particular analysis of the position of subjectivity in his film 

philosophy.  

Deleuze’s philosophy of cinema does not include a subjective perspective 

in its classification if we consider a specific figure of a spectator, director, critic, 

 
4 By “pure cinema” I mean such concept of cinema that has all the elements that essentially do not 

belong to it removed, so the definition of cinema and its images can be constructed only with 

these aspects of it without which it cannot exist. All the critical philosophers have their own 

understanding of what cinema essentially is and what irreducible elements constitute it – 

whether it is image (Deleuze), gesture (Agamben), montage (Rancière) or other arts and the 

process of purification (Badiou). Al the philosophers are interested in providing the definition 

of “pure cinema”, i.e., the essence of it that should be, according to them, redefined after the 

era of postmodern deconstructions.  
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film characters or actors. These figures are of secondary importance for the 

thinker. It is due to the fact that the subject alone does not make any changes to 

the ways images are divided and function in the complete classification. This 

division is not motivated by any subjects, their conscious interference or different 

type of existence (Deleuze, 1986, p. 1-24). However, this does not mean that the 

author is not interested in the spectators, characters, artists, directors, filmmakers, 

human relations, scenes involving people or emotions experienced in cinema. 

Nevertheless, they are secondary in the sense that they do not determine how an 

image is divided, but are a derivative of that division.  

The author’s approach can be described as structuralist, because he 

divides the images according to the smallest possible qualitative differences 

between them. Thus, the smallest difference exists at the level of material 

organization of the elements that make up an image, while everything related to 

subjectivity is a result of a complex configuration of motion, matter, time. 

Additionally, the author of Cinema puts strong emphasis, which will be later 

illustrated, on subjectivity that does not yet exist and cannot be defined, because 

it can only become, as he claims, when it does not exist. This enigmatic statement 

will be explained when discussing the definition of time-image cinema, which 

according to Deleuze, opens up a chance for this new collective subjectivity 

(which he will call “people to come”). However, let us previously deal with the 

key philosophical assumptions and the phenomenon of Deleuze’s film thought in 

order to build firm foundations for the understanding of contemporary film 

philosophies. 

What is the phenomenon of Deleuzian philosophy of cinema and its 

strong influence in contemporary film thoughts, the academic world or the 

artworld? As he states in his introduction to Cinema 1, this work attempts to 

create a complete classification of images and signs that are expressed in 

individual works of film. He points out that he is not interested in a historical 

approach, treating the history of moving images on the basis of linear, dialectical 

development and the transition from one image form to another.  

 

This study is not a history of the cinema. It is a taxonomy, an 

attempt at the classification of images and signs. But this first 

volume has to content itself with determining the elements, and the 
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elements of only one part of the classification (Deleuze, 1986, p. 

1). 

 

Already in this initial declaration it is possible to notice the core of his 

philosophical attitude, which consists in his individual, authorial treatment of the 

subject of his work and the use of concepts he has been developing since the early 

years of his philosophical career. The way he philosophizes about cinema at the 

level of specific film examples quoted throughout his books together with their 

elementary components (signs and images) is the same as the presentation of the 

whole history of cinema, cinema as a philosophical concept, as well as the way 

the logic of philosophical argument which links the whole of undertaken subject 

matter. The common denominator of this identity is the paradigm of modern 

science, which by changing the way we think about the world in various fields of 

knowledge and life on many levels, also formed and defined cinema. After all 

cinema is an invention of modernity and came to existence as a technological 

phenomenon rather than artistic one.   

A more precise understanding of the essence of Deleuze’s undertaking 

should identify with his method of philosophizing, which leads to a redefinition 

of his ways of thinking about cinema as well. Following this reasoning, the top-

down mapping of philosophical influences and inspirations from which the 

French thinker draws seems to be an inadequate approach. Indeed, it is difficult to 

think about cinema without references to the most prominent moments of 

inspirations such as Bergson’s philosophy or Peirce’s semiotics, as Deleuze’s 

work is largely based on the concepts drawn from the work of these two 

philosophers. Nevertheless, the philosophy of Deleuze’s cinema can equally well 

be read without a detailed outline of a synthetic, historical–philosophical contexts 

and without references to privileged moments of inspiration. By giving cause-

and-effect continuity to the genealogy of his thoughts or by initiating disputes 

over its origin and legacy, we unnecessarily narrativize it, as a result of which we 

establish a top-down framework of meaning through the author’s concepts 

contained therein.  

The explanation of this approach goes hand in hand with Deleuze’s 

understanding of the ways he captures cinema, which he indicates in the first 

chapter of Cinema 1. Movement-Image. It should be emphasized that this work is 
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mainly based not so much on specific theories of this or other author, but on 

transferring the change of scientific paradigm structure to the area of thinking 

about cinema. In the broadest sense, this phrase can be described as a transition 

from the paradigm of the ancient concept of science (ancient thought) to its 

modern version, existing in the modern times. This change has brought many 

discoveries and innovations, from the discoveries of Copernicus, Newton or 

Kepler to the disciplines of theoretical mathematics, quantum mechanics or 

technological inventions of everyday use, created by the new theories and 

discoveries. On the general philosophical level, this change can be defined as a 

shift of reference points through which the perspective of defining the world with 

its elementary components – space, time and movement – is established. 

The ancient concept was dominated by thinking about the eternal order of 

privileged forms and ideas, from which all material beings originate and which 

they seek to return to (Deleuze, 1986, p. 7).  Transcendent, unchangeable forms 

determined the center of reference for all thinking and phenomena taking place in 

the world. Thinking about unity and reducing everything to it – the unity of time, 

ideas, beginning, space, God, cosmos – also dominated. This paradigm gave rise 

to the idea of divinity as an indivisible unity, the ultimate truth, from which 

matter and life originated. The existence of art was possible here as something 

derivative of truth, imitating and representing, through matter and human activity, 

forms relating to the world of objective ideas. Art existed in the form of 

craftsmanship as a registration and material commemoration of higher beings, 

i.e., closer to the idea of divinity. Jacques Rancière refers to this artistic practice 

as belonging to the ethical regime of arts (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 32-42). 

The transition from an ancient paradigm to the modern one has opened up 

a new understanding and progress in the most diverse areas of human activity and 

experience. Philosophically speaking, the concepts of unity, centrality, eternity, 

unchangeability of forms and ideas in favor of multiplicity, diversity, favoring 

freedom as a point of reference to realities that are equivalent to each other were 

negated. In many academic and scientific fields there has been a shift towards a 

new understanding of the world and a subject. Copernicus overturned the 

geocentric theory and proved that the Earth is not at the center of the universe. 

Newton discovered the laws of universal gravity and mechanics and Descartes 

negated ancient ontological and epistemological models. Over the last century 



119 

 

there have been further discoveries that have contributed to the quantum models 

of the universe, the theory of relativity, string theory or quark theory.  

The concepts of space and time have also been redefined radically. 

Nowadays, the idea that we live in three-dimensional space and time flows in an 

absolute and objective linear way has already been negated by theoretical 

physicists. Scientists started to be interested in the farthest, the biggest and the 

most general aspects of the universe, as well as in the smallest and indivisible 

ones. To this day, the most advanced research of the sciences has been focused on 

discovering the nature of the universe and its smallest components. However, 

without going into the details of these complex discoveries and theories, let us 

focus on how this may directly relate to cinema and philosophy of image.  

Deleuze proposes to divide the world of images into those that belong to 

movement and those that belong to time. By doing so he made the same cut that 

was made in the science of physics in its transition from classical to quantum 

model. Newton, who based his theories on the laws of mass conservation, 

principles of dynamics and classical mechanics, established his model of the 

universe based on the principles of matter and movement behavior. Based on 

movement and matter, Deleuze derived his classification of movement-images. In 

turn, quantum mechanics has negated the principles of classical mechanics, 

proposing more elaborate, dispersed, relative and ambiguous theories and laws 

that govern the universe.  

Similarly, Deleuze proposing a new kind of images, time-images, showed 

how they break from the logic of linear motion, cause and effect organization of 

signs and visual elements. As a result, he discovered a new world of images, 

based on subjective logics and mental processes that do not fit into a universal, 

linear understanding of time. This transition along with a detailed presentation of 

the types of images that Deleuze proposes will be explained in the next section of 

this chapter. The method of classification that he has adopted is based on his 

philosophical assumptions and will become a fundamental point of reference for 

the contemporary philosophers in order to make a turn towards new classification 

approaches, extended by political and ethical perspectives of understanding 

aesthetics (cinema as well as art as such). 
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2.4. From cinema movement-image to cinema time-image 

 

An attempt to assign cinema to familiar, established concepts, disciplines 

or thought trends, regardless of whether it is postmodernism, phenomenology or 

structuralism, will not bring a greater understanding if we do not understand the 

whole set of assumptions, methods and purposes that guide Deleuze’s project. His 

project is more of a synthetic, nomadic and post disciplinary approach. The 

philosopher summarizes his most important themes from the philosophical 

tradition and tries to connect them in the field of chosen theme. Any attempt to 

convey the essence of Cinema through the inscription of it into one of the existing 

philosophical currents will be only partial and incomplete if it can be defended. 

It is possible to agree, following Jakub Tercz, that “Deleuze’s theory of 

cinema is of structuralist nature, because it is based on distinguishing images by 

their smallest difference which makes these images significant (as de Saussure’s 

phoneme meant the smallest significant difference between the heads)” (Tercz, 

2012, p. 5). Indeed, it may seem that the philosopher approaches the method of 

classification of images and signs in this way. However, he does not use the term 

structuralism on the pages of his work, he does not refer to any of its 

representatives, nor does he care about building a structure as such. In addition, 

the issue of using the term “theory” remains problematic as the French 

philosopher is far from being subordinated to the academic criteria and proposing 

ready–made theoretical tools that we could use in academic practice.  

It is also possible to partially agree with Malgorzata Jakubowska and call 

Deleuze’s project “the postmodern philosophy of cinema” (Helman & 

Ostaszewski, 2010, p. 329-342), but here also we will encounter significant 

problems. First of all, Deleuze would never call himself or his works 

postmodernist, no matter if it could be academically proven and sufficient 

convergence could be found between him and other postmodernists. Secondly, as 

Deleuze has already made clear, his idea of cinema is not simply a theory, but 

also cannot be fully called the philosophy of cinema. While the issue of 

postmodern provenance of the author of The Logic of Sense seems to be a pure 

dispute over definitions and historical-philosophical etiquette, the second issue 

needs giving some thought to, as it concerns to a large extent this dissertation and 
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the terminology used in it. In order to use the phrase “philosophy of cinema,” a 

number of inaccuracies and controversies related to it should be carefully 

explained.  

Deleuze described his work on cinema as a “natural history of images,” 

the aim of which is to completely classify images and signs according to formal 

differences between them. 

 

Well yes, in a way it’s a history of cinema, but a “natural history.” 

It aims to classify types of images and the corresponding signs, as 

one classifies animals. The main genres, the western, crime, period 

films, comedy, and so on, tell us nothing about different types of 

images or their intrinsic characteristics. The different sorts of shot, 

on the other hand-close-up, long shot, and so on-do amount to 

different types of images, but there are lots of other factors, 

lighting, sound, time, which come in too. If I consider the field of 

cinema as a whole, it’s because it’s all built upon the movement-

image. That’s how it’s able to reveal or create a maximum of 

different images, and above all to combine them with one another 

through montage (Deleuze, 1995, p.46-47).  

 

Deleuze’s approach is not historical, in the sense that it would bring to the 

fore the need for a finite description of the existing types of images in cinema 

from the beginning of its existence. It presents the historical achievements of 

cinema over its hundred years of existence in order to propose a philosophical 

reflection on the essence of film images and their complete classification 

framework. This framework, that shows uncanny resemblance to the Mendeleev’s 

Periodic Table, is intended to allow the assignment of any film image to one of 

the many categories proposed by Deleuze. They are enclosed in a finite 

classification framework, which is marked by two opposing but complementary 

poles of concepts – movement and time.  

Therefore, Deleuze’s philosophy of cinema is not a philosophy about 

cinema in the sense that it does not create a hierarchical division between the 

subject of knowledge and the object of knowledge. It does not use cinema to 

explain its philosophical theses. Nor does it try to find philosophical concepts in 
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cinema, showing that films can have philosophical content. On the contrary, 

Deleuze goes beyond the classical divisions into object and subject, meaningful 

and significant, image and word, and proposes a philosophical thought not so 

much about cinema as it does with cinema and through images. Difference lies in 

the abolition of hierarchy and the lack of privilege of the philosophical language 

in relation to images.  

The aim is to show cinema as an equal partner in thinking, creating, 

building, expressing concepts, ideas and experiences. The language Deleuze uses 

out of necessity as a tool for the work of the thinker is not the philosopher’s 

language, which treats cinema as a research area through which to defend some 

scientific hypothesis. It is the language of a thinker who points to an alternative 

world of thinking that cannot be described in terms that language describes, but 

that does not mean that it cannot be spoken of. However, the point is to get as 

close as possible to an image and its nature through language, point to it and refer 

to it, and not to mediate it with concepts available in any scientific or academic 

discourses. The relationship between language and its ability to relate to 

representation and meaning building will also be the basic problem field which 

Agamben, Rancière and Badiou will also address before they will move on to 

conduct direct reflections on cinema. We will be able to notice the similarity and 

differences between the philosophers in terms of the perception of language’s 

role, its naming ability, its creative and philosophical potential and the role in 

defining the realm of visual phenomenon.  

The philosophy of Deleuze’s cinema, which can also be tried to be called 

cine-sophy, filmosophy, cinema-philosophy, in order to mark the blurring of 

dialectic divisions into the object and subject of knowledge, is close to the 

semiotic approach of Charles Sanders Peirce. Contrary to semiology, which 

prioritizes the sign, each time inscribing it into the linguistic structure and 

meaningful – marked – dialectics, semiotics tries to eliminate divisions, focusing 

on the very specificity and nature of what it describes.  

 

We can understand from this the ambiguity which runs through 

semiotics and semiology: semiology, which is of linguistic 

inspiration, tends to close the ‘signifier’ in on itself, and cut 

language off from the images and signs which make up its raw 
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material. Semiotics, by contrast, is the discipline which considers 

language only in relation to this specific content, images and signs. 

Of course, when language takes over the content or the utterable it 

makes from them properly linguistic utterances which are no 

longer expressed in images and signs (Deleuze, 1989, p. 262).  

 

Deleuze expressed his attitude to semiology and its relation to semiotics directly 

in another work as well:  

 

If I’ve used Peirce, it’s because in Peirce there’s a profound 

mirroring of images and signs. If, on the other hand, a semiotics 

based on linguistics worries me, it’s because it does away with 

both the image and the notion of sign. It reduces the image to an 

utterance, which seems very bizarre, and then of course finds in it 

the linguistic components of utterances-syntagms, paradigms, the 

signifier. It’s a sleight of hand that makes us forget about 

movement (Deleuze, 1995, p. 65). 

 

So semiotically, and not semiologically, Deleuze regards film images. He 

tries to explore their very essence and the differences that result from the changes 

within their nature without being caused by external factors – content, narratives, 

interference of subjects (directors, spectators, actors), film stories. Taking into 

account this democratic, egalitarian concept of the philosophy of cinema, let us 

proceed to the above-mentioned main assumptions and goals of Deleuze’s 

undertaking. They can be explained clearly without any direct reference to any 

definitions or theories – postmodernism, structuralism, phenomenology. 

However, the knowledge of kinship, references and borrowings of Deleuze’s 

thoughts from the main currents and philosophical tendencies of the last century 

will allow for a better understanding of the changes initiated by contemporary 

cinema philosophers, inspired by the concepts contained in Cinema. This is the 

result of their openly critical (in the positive sense) attitude towards the 

philosophical trends prevailing in the twentieth century, which they try to 

transcend in various ways in order to create an empty ground for the 

reconstruction of metaphysics after the deconstructive efforts of postmodernism 



124 

 

in the previous century.  

Deleuze’s semiotic attitude points to the need to focus on the very essence 

of cinema, what is essential and without which it could not exist. These are, to put 

it simply, images alone and nothing else. All the other elements of cinema – 

narration, characters, stories, dialogues, editing, music or other means of 

expression – are secondary, because cinema can manage without them without 

losing its nature. By transferring reasoning to the level of more general concepts, 

cinema for Deleuze is a very aesthetic dimension, only later on can it include an 

ethical or political dimension in order to create stories, manifests, narratives, 

characters. This means that almost everything that is time-honored in cinema – 

stories, plots, characters, emotions – is secondary and as such does not engage the 

thinker.  

There is, however, one exception to that claim. Deleuze’s project contain a 

single element that constitutes cinema with an aspect of time and it is the image 

itself. The historical evolution of film images goes from movement-image to 

time-image, and thus has been and is subject to temporal changes. However, 

Deleuze is primarily interested in the philosophical consequences of this change. 

In this aspect there will also be a turn in Deleuze’s continuators, who will put the 

political and ethical (and generally historical) perspective above the aesthetic one 

and reformulate the Deleuze theses about the image according to post-postmodern 

philosophy about cinema.  

The temporal, or historical, nature of cinematic images can be understood 

in a different way as a turn from the outside to the inside; from the movement of 

matter that can be observed mentally to the abstract motion, i.e., the movement of 

mind alone, or in other words, time. This transition is the same as it happened in 

the last century in many fields of human activity: art, science, philosophy (from 

classical to modern), physics (from Newtonian to quantum models). Therefore, 

the history of cinema for Deleuze is a history of transition from movement-

dominated images as the property of material objects, seen separately from the 

observer (spectator) to time-dominated images as the property of the subject, 

creating movement in the form of mental and emotional qualities (memories, 

dreams, memories, emotions, flashbacks, perception disorders).  

The breakthrough nature of Deleuze’s work consists in his attempt to 

capture images as a whole with all its structural components and differences, 
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which are found between the two poles – pure movement and pure time – 

although these categories seem abstract and difficult to convert into an image 

layer. Moreover, it is impossible to isolate the movement-image from the time-

image and establish a clear and final border between them. Pure movement-image 

does not exist in the same way as pure time-image does. Each movement-image 

contains elements of the time-image and vice versa. In addition, the evolution 

from one type of image to another is, as it was already mentioned, not linear, but 

circular. It also has no ethical nature.  

Deleuze does not directly say that time-image is better or worse, more 

philosophically engaged, present more creative potential, etc. He does not treat it 

in a privileged way. He perceives each image as an image of thought, which at 

different levels of differentiation, focuses more on the world of matter (space and 

movement) or the world of ideas (time), and this is how his classification model 

should be perceived. It is also worth to note that this circular, Nietzschean nature 

of image development means that the last time-image becomes the first 

movement-image, because the purity of both of them, at least theoretically, means 

the final lack of dialectic division between the observer and the object of 

observation, thus the division into time and movement is abolished and only pure 

consciousness exists. Deleuze’s work classifies everything that lies between these 

two extremes that determine the conditions for images to exist.  

The first part of Deleuze’s project is devoted to the movement-image that 

developed continuously from the beginning of cinema until the Second World 

War, when films did not yet have diegetic music, sound or spoken dialogues and 

were at the early stage of establishing their artistic, independent status. Silent 

cinema does not equal cinema of movement-image here but the fact that cinema 

was silent contributes to its more intense exploration of movement and visual 

aspects to tell stories, create meanings, emotions, narrations. Therefore, out of 

necessity, the exploration of movement was the dominant practice of film-makers 

of that period. For Deleuze, there is another reason why cinema movement-image 

could develop unwaveringly. He does not explain the development of film images 

by technological (external) reasons, but finds them in the human condition and its 

crises (internal reasons). Until the Second World War in western industrial 

societies there was still a belief in great narratives; civilization progress, 

prosperity, morals, justice, etc. The war disrupted this reasoning, the great 
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narratives collapsed, the progress of the world showed its cruel face. This 

situation must have affected every area of human activity, including art and 

cinema. It was also then that film-makers began to create images based on a 

different logic from movement-image, which were meant to reflect the spirit of 

the times when faith in development and social values was brutally verified by 

global military conflict. 

 

Why is the Second World War taken as a break? The fact is that, in 

Europe, the post-war period has greatly increased the situations 

which we no longer know how to react to, in spaces which we no 

longer know how to describe. These were “any spaces whatever”, 

deserted but inhabited, disused warehouses, waste ground, cities in 

the course of demolition or reconstruction. And in these any-

spaces-whatever a new race of characters was stirring, kind of 

mutant: they saw rather than acted, they were seers. […] Situations 

could be extremes, or, on the contrary, those of everyday banality, 

or both at once: what tends to collapse, or at least to lose its 

position, is the sensory-motor schema which constituted the action-

image of the old cinema. And thanks to this loosening of the 

sensory-motor linkage, it is time, ‘a little time in the pure state’, 

which rises up to the surface of the screen. Time ceases to be 

derived from the movement, it appears in itself and itself gives rise 

to false movements. Hence the importance of false continuity in 

modern cinema: the images are no longer linked by rational cuts 

and continuity, but are relinked by means of false continuity and 

irrational cuts. Even the body is no longer exactly what moves; 

subject of movement or the instrument of action, it becomes rather 

the developer [revelateur] of time, it shows time through its 

tiredness and waiting (Deleuze, 1989, p. XI). 

 

Until the war, movement-image flourished in the silent and classical 

cinema. These types of cinemas are the co-existence of image and motion in a 

perfect sensory-motor balance, understood here as the immanent movement of 

matter, not the external interference of the mind that sets the film image in 
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motion. “Cinema, in fact, works with two complementary givens: instantaneous 

sections which are called images; and a movement or a time which is impersonal, 

uniform, abstract, invisible, or imperceptible, which is ‘in’ the apparatus, and 

‘with’ which the images are made to pass consecutively” (Deleuze, 1986, p. 1). 

Deleuze also states that the images that make up the films are movable alone. He 

claims that “cinema does not give us an image to which movement is added, it 

immediately gives us a movement-image. It does give us a section, but a section 

which is mobile, not an immobile section + abstract movement” (Deleuze, 1986, 

p. 2). 

The lack of influence of the subjects of perception on the character and 

nature of the image has many consequences. If the subject and object do not share 

the relation of domination and subordination (or seeing and being seen, naming 

and being named), then we cannot refer to cinema as an aesthetic world in terms 

of representation and mimesis. Deleuzian cinema exists without the presence of 

consciousness of the subject (spectator). However, if the experience of images 

goes beyond the order of representation, then what, according to the author of 

Difference and Repetition, is cinema supposed to do and what is its purpose?  

Cinema, in his opinion, as an art in the most complete way, building the 

experience of reality is closest to capturing the order of universe in its virtual, 

dynamically changing form. Through the image it is possible to experience the 

operation of this virtuality, to observe the flow of visibility and the forces that the 

mind tries to grasp, name, comprehend and let go of. Thus, cinema in Deleuze’s 

view would be a kind of model of the cosmos, created synthetically and 

concentrating in images the mechanisms of its functioning. Moreover, the 

mechanisms that can be observed if we take the perspective of being images, not 

subjects of perception the task of which is to name, define, decelerate movement, 

and understand. This seems to be difficult to capture. Deleuze puts an emphasis 

on experiencing and observing rather than naming and defining. He prefers 

virtual, formless flows of visibility over mental and sensual images that create 

meaning, form and intensity. He is a philosopher who glorifies what is direct, 

elusive, authentic, experiential, and therefore linguistically uninterrupted and 

impossible to grasp by mental perception.  



128 

 

The whole set of Deleuze’s preferred concepts5 and images is based on 

their non-transparency and the impossibility of clear definition, as this 

indefinability is contained in their essence. Therefore, how to refer to images, on 

what basis to create a model of cinema and classification of images, if the 

delimitation between them is conventional, problematic and should not, according 

to the philosopher, be based on settled thinking, dominated by a hierarchically 

understood relation between the center-periphery, subject-object or language-

image?  

How then can we talk about images in Deleuze’s view, how to develop his 

philosophy, or how can film-makers, artists, thinkers use his classification in a 

practical way to create and read art? The answers are provided by the author by 

introducing the framework of his model of images and proposing to divide them 

according to the smallest differences between them, which determine the 

mechanisms of perception, sensual cognition, movement and time. In addition, he 

treats the history of cinema from the point of view of images created by film-

makers throughout the century. The potential arbitrariness and problematic nature 

of its division can be confronted with the history of cinema and compared with all 

types of images existing in it in order to verify whether its classification is 

complete and finite. As for the possibility of being used in practice, Deleuze also 

points out some clues as to what kind of cinema he prefers and what its socio-

political role is. 

 

2.5. Cinema movement-image 

 

The first type of movement-image, according to Deleuze, is perception-

image, which contains the primary condition for an image to exist. To put it 

simply, for an image to be a definable category and in order to be able to speak 

about it and conceptualize it, the observer (who must perform a gesture of 

separation from an image) has to see it from an outside perspective, and thus 

introduce a division, whatever conventional and artificial, into the subject and 

 
5  Although Deleuze expresses his preference in terms of cinematic images it does not equal any 

hierarchical dominance of time-images over movement-images. He simply points out the types 

of images that he considers artistic in the sense that they explore more possibilities of 

expressing subjective time and space.  
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object of perception. When formulating a definition of this kind of image, 

Deleuze once again refers to Bergson’s thought. He says that perception does not 

contain qualitatively different properties from the movement it perceives, but it is 

a kind of choice, selection, simplification (Deleuze, 1986, p. 62). Perception-

image allows film to exist in its basic structure of visibility and aesthetic 

dimensions. It is about framing, i.e., cutting out a deliberately chosen fragment of 

virtual world of visibility and placing it in a frame in order to make it perceptible. 

This can be understood in terms of thinking about the points of view of a camera 

that marks out subjective images, i.e., those that show what the character sees (or 

imagines) in the film as well as objective images, i.e., what the objective narrator 

sees (impersonal observer, narrator’s perception, non-human perspective of the 

camera). 

However, Deleuze prefers to think of the perception-image in a more 

general way, as a pure consciousness, and to illustrate this claim he borrows the 

concept of cine-eye from the Soviet filmmaker/theoretician, Dziga Vertov. He 

writes: 

 

Vertov himself defined the Kino-eye: it is that which ‘couples 

together any point whatsoever of the universe in any temporal 

order whatsoever’. Everything is at the service of variation and 

interaction: slow or high-speed shots, superimposition, 

fragmentation, deceleration [demultiplication], micro-shooting 

[micro-prise de vue]. This is not a human eye - even an improved 

one. For, although the human eye can surmount some of its 

limitations with the help of contraptions and instruments, there is 

one which it cannot surmount, since it is its own condition of 

possibility. Its relative immobility as a receptive organ means that 

all images vary for a single one, in relation to a privileged image. 

And, if the camera is considered as apparatus for shooting film, it 

is subject to the same conditioning limitation (Deleuze, 1986, p. 

80-81). 

 

The privilege of which Deleuze writes is an act of perception, which is 

independent of material conditions, and therefore of movement as well.  
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The first movement-image is the image of a motionless observation 

which, thanks to its limitlessness and lack of dependence, can see everything and 

be everywhere, deprived of the limitations of time, body, space and weight. To 

put it simply, a film camera can be anywhere and see anything from any chosen 

perspective and angle. The purity of perception-image observation also consists 

in minimizing the element of time, i.e., the mind and a history. This means that 

this kind of image lacks the burden of dialectics, the principle of cause and effect, 

dualisms, narrations. Thus, there is a lack of motivation, pragmatics, 

purposefulness, desire, willingness, and thus all the categories settled in time and 

mind that man has developed in the course of evolution do not apply to the 

definition of perception-image. Therefore, it is a kind of dehumanized image, in 

which ethical, aesthetic, psychological and emotional divisions simply do not 

exist (yet).  

There is a visibility of the image with its dynamics, variable constitutive 

elements, which whatever can be observed, are not subject to descriptions, moral 

evaluations or judgments – temporally mediated categories. As a consequence, in 

the case of perception-images, it is impossible to refer to what is good or bad, 

pretty or ugly, or even to what is up and down, what is left and right. The 

perception-image is simply the consciousness of observation, nothing more and 

nothing less; a pure motion, lasting in its variability without being slowed down 

by emotional or mental operations of defining and describing.  

Another, second type of movement-image in Deleuze’s view is affection-

image. There is a kind of delay in pure perception, in the free movement flow of 

the image. Pure consciousness, which characterizes perception-image, begins to 

be subjected to the divisional process and categories of intensity, feelings and 

emotions begin to affect visual elements of images. Apart from pure observation, 

more and more divisions begin to extend the field of visibility, thus as well 

introducing the category of time into images.  Deleuze writes about a close-up on 

a face as an example of affection-image. “As for the face itself, we will not say 

that the close-up deals with [traite] it or subjects it to some kind of treatment: 

there is no close-up of the face, the face is in itself close-up, the closeup is by 

itself face and both are affected, affection-image” (Deleuze, 1986, p. 80-81).  

Close-up is an operation often used by film-makers to intensify certain 

emotions (even if they do not portray facial expressions). Thus, a spectator 
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invests the energy of observation into experience of feeling. The divisions within 

an image begins and as a result time also begins to be present. A feeling 

introduces a division of time into what is happening (the present), what was 

before (the past) and what will happen next (the future).  

The affection-image intensifies visibility by extending the effect of what 

we experience and delaying it in order to release it in a later moment, no matter if 

we are talking about fear, sadness, love, peace or joy. If an image is intensified by 

an emotional aspect, it is natural that in a sequence of following images there 

must be a change that will bring those emotions into an end (a completion or 

interruption). As spectators, we are caught in temporal frames in a form of 

awaiting what will happen; tensions that cause uncertainty or even attempts to 

predict what will happen next. Any emotional intensity that fills the image, delays 

perception and introduces narrativity into them. The purity of movement-image is 

time-sensitive. As the author of Cinema books writes about the definition of 

affection-image: 

 

There is an in-between. Affection is what occupies the interval, 

what occupies it without filling it in or filling it up. It surges in the 

centre of indetermination, that is to say in the subject, between a 

perception which is troubling in certain respects and a hesitant 

action. It is a coincidence of subject and object, or the way in 

which the subject perceives itself, or rather experiences itself or 

feels itself “from the inside” (Deleuze, 1986, p. 65).  

 

Finally, the third and the last type of movement-image that completes the 

image classification of the pre-war cinema is action-image. It can be understood 

as the initiation of the cause-and-effect law within the image, or more broadly, the 

initiation of dualisms that can be separated from each other and embedded in the 

time continuum. What consequences does this have for the image and its 

perception and how can we position the action-image within the triad of 

movement-image types?  

In opposition to perception-image, this type of image is not based on 

selection, simplification or reduction by means of framing, but it introduces a 

dialectic opposition of the object and action/reaction to it. Again, we are dealing 
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here with subjectivity (feelings and reactions of a spectator) which, by delaying 

(perceiving and defining) the flow of visibility, create meanings and bases for 

plots, stories and narrations. Another kind of delay occurs here, this time caused 

by movement that is generated in two directions: from and to. Perception-image 

begins to create a geometry of distance, the movement takes on physical values 

such as direction, speed and turn, and the points between spaces created by 

images begin to be bound by meaning, sense and logic. In other words, the 

dialectics between observation and the image is converted to horizontal dialectics 

in the image alone, where divisions into moving elements and reference points 

against which movement is established begin to be created. The division into 

subject and object within the image alone is created. 

 

This is therefore the second avatar of the movement-image: it 

becomes action-image. One passes imperceptibly from perception 

to action. The operation under consideration is no longer 

elimination, selection or framing, but the incurving of the universe, 

which simultaneously causes the virtual action of things on us and 

our possible action on things. This is the second material aspect of 

subjectivity. And, just as perception relates movement to ‘bodies’ 

(nouns), that is too rigid objects which will serve as moving bodies 

or as things moved, action relates movement to ‘acts’ (verbs) 

which will be the design for an assumed end or result (Deleuze, 

1986, p. 65). 

 

Action-image is an image, in which a sensory-motor sphere begins to be 

organized by creating a distance between two distanced points, which, as a result, 

creates a virtual space of action. Here we are referring to virtuality, because the 

distance created between points is characterized by an unlimited number of 

actualizations, which creates a film and its experience. Deleuze here uses the 

notion of curvature of space, present in quantum physics, to render the nature of 

motion, which constitutes the action-image from the perception-image.  

 

When the universe of movement-images is related to one of these 

special images which forms a centre in it, the universe is incurved 
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and organised to surround it. We continue to go from the world to 

the centre, but the world has taken on a curvature, it has become a 

periphery, it forms a horizon. We are still in the perception-image, 

but we are already entering the action-image as well. In fact, 

perception is only one side of the gap, and action is the other side. 

What is called action, strictly speaking, is the delayed reaction of 

the centre of indetermination. Now, this centre is only capable of 

acting - in the sense of organising an unexpected response - 

because it perceives and has received the excitation on a privileged 

facet, eliminating the remainder (Deleuze, 1986, p. 64). 

 

Curvature consists of delaying perception by introducing the division in 

space of the image into something distinguishable (a person, an object, a place) 

and that in relation to which the separate element is established. Whether we are 

considering the spatial or temporal distance, this delay introduces space for the 

anticipation and observation of the film image with the curiosity to see what will 

happen next.  

The division into subject and object or two subjects introduces the 

condition of possibility for the action, relation, event or situation to occur. By 

separating the unity in the image, it triggers time, which is movement of relations 

between subjects and objects in the existing divisions. The motivations, desires, 

triggers, willingness to change the state of things, needs, memories, feelings of 

loss, etc., i.e., all these thought and emotional processes that extend the present 

into the area of the past and future and in them look for the source of their 

happiness or unhappiness, fulfillment or the feeling of being missed, start to 

appear.  

Therefore, the action-image appears to be the basic atom of narration, the 

origin of the organization of dialectical relations between the elementary 

components of the image, and thus the whole script, as well as the whole film. As 

Deleuze does not introduce qualitative differentiation into the images (or in 

general – films) and spectators (or in general – observers), but rather puts them 

together in one category of images, the same processes that initiate the movement 

of becoming images concern both elements of the division. This means that just 

as an image becomes divided by delaying motion, the same happens to an 
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observer who experiences images and perceives them. Watching films is 

accompanied by a constant vigilance of the mind, which, by constantly following 

the images, puts them into the calculus of probability and logic and reacts on this 

basis. The mind’s reaction consists, for example, in looking ahead, trying to 

predict what will happen next, assessing the course of events in relation to 

expectations or the accepted rules of probability.  

Mental processes of film reception also determine emotional, cognitive 

and sensual reception. These processes are addressed in detail by cognitive 

theories of film, and here we are indicating only the structural elements, which, 

according to Deleuze, are at the root of differentiation of images and are the 

nucleus of all subsequent mental, sensual, physical and emotional reactions in the 

act of reception of film images. From these elementary statements about the 

differentiation of images, it is possible to draw conclusions of a broader nature, 

such as the ways in which conventions are constructed in genre films. For 

example, many genres of film are based on the rupture of the logic of probability 

or the dialectics of expectation and surprise, especially those based on evoking 

immediate reactions in spectators, such as horror films, comedies, action films. 

Classification of Deleuze’s images thus helps us to understand the structural basis 

through which each genre film (and not only) can be brought down into their 

elementary structures in terms of the types of images they use and created the 

expected reactions to be acted out by spectators. 

The three types of images presented above are the part of the movement-

image scheme and are linked by a typical sensory-motor relationship, which is 

based on the dialectic of material aspects of the image and motion, understood as 

linearly consecutive changes or events. Time is naturally present in each of these 

three types of images, but it is subordinated to motion and it is measured from the 

perspective of movement. It is the movement that determines duration and 

confirms that changes in duration take place. Time is measured by movement and 

matter. The movement-image has, generally speaking, features of classical 

Newtonian mechanics, in which clear cause-and-effect principles, material 

dependencies, the laws of classical dialectics rule, and the material organization 

of reality determines the order of duration and the functioning of subjects, 

situations, relations within it.  

In addition, Deleuze assigns a different kind of film set to each type of 
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movement-image. Perception-images have their equivalent in the long shot, 

action-images are the medium shots, while affection-images are close-ups and 

details.  

 

But, at the same time, according to one of Eisenstein’s instructions, 

each of these movement-images is a point of view on the whole of 

the film, a way of grasping this whole, which becomes affective in 

the close-up, active in the medium shot, perceptive in the long-shot 

- each of these shots ceasing to be spatial in order to become itself 

a ‘reading’ of the whole film (Deleuze, 1986, p. 70).  

 

Here it can be noted how the technical aspects of showing visibility and 

movement are combined with the qualities of perception and subjectivity. Without 

speaking explicitly about the role of subjectivity in the existence of images, 

Deleuze considers it sufficient to speak about the images alone, which reflect the 

nature of man, who as he writes explicitly “is nothing but an assemblage 

[agencement] of three images, a consolidate [consolide] of perception-images, 

action-images and affection-images” (Deleuze, 1986, p. 66). 

 

2.6. Cinema time-images 

 

The coherent sensory-motor links of movement-image that dominated 

silent cinema and pre-war classical cinema are disrupted when time-images start 

to appear in films. In this type of image, generally speaking, time is no longer 

measured by movement and change of matter. It does not flow continuously, 

linearly, ruthlessly, irreversibly and uniformly. Its logic of linear progress is 

disturbed by the introduction of many levels of temporal possibilities, which do 

not have a central point of reference, but intertwine, return, disrupt and overlap. 

As Deleuze puts it in the following way:  

 

the regions of past no longer release recollection-images; they set 

free hallucinatory presences: women, books, little girls, 

homosexuality, paintings. Except, in all this, it is as if certain 
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sheets have subsided, and others risen in such a way that here and 

there, there are juxtapositions of one particular age with a different 

one, as in archaeology. Nothing is decidable any more: the 

coexisting sheets now juxtapose their segments. […] It is as if by 

breaking up and becoming unbalanced the regions of past have 

entered into the element of a superior justice which stirs them up; 

from a past in general where existences pay each other the price of 

their injustice (Deleuze, 1989, p. 114). 

 

A new chapter in the history of cinema, cinema time-image, in an act of 

contestation and development, has given up the essence of movement and its 

prior, ordinary function of representation. The introduction of visual 

representation of dreams, memories, flashbacks, various states of consciousness, 

chronological discontinuity of time, a significant off-screen layer and symbolic 

references to the plot into the film image constructs the shape of a new kind of 

image which began to dominate after the Second World War, especially in 

European art cinema (French New Wave, Italian Neorealism, Modern cinema).  

 

We might mention, in no particular order, the war and its 

consequences, the unsteadiness of the ‘American Dream’ in all its 

aspects, the new consciousness of minorities, the rise and inflation 

of images both in the external world and in people’s minds, the 

influence on the cinema of the new modes of narrative with which 

literature had experimented, the crisis of Hollywood and its old 

genres (Deleuze, 1986, p. 206). 

 

Despite Deleuze’s pointing to historical aspects of the change in 

consciousness of artists and entire western (predominately European) societies, he 

is in fact interested, as already mentioned, in the philosophical consequences of 

this turn, without the need for a broader understanding of its socio-political 

mechanisms and genealogy. Above all, he wants to point out at one particular 

aspect of the change in consciousness and perception – a disturbance of cause-

and-effect logic, resulting from the decline of faith in what postmodernists call 

“Grand Narratives” or “Master Narratives” (Lyotard & Bennington, 2010).   
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The time-image is created on the ruins of faith in humanity, science, 

technology and progressive trends in the development of western civilizations. 

The logic of linear development of events and perception is disrupted as 

promising, positive perspective is lost, both for the world and for the mind. The 

principle of movement and matter domination as central points of reference for 

determining time and its passage and the whole narrative organization of films is 

rejected. The new type of image brings to the fore all those formal aspects of film 

that build a new identity of time and reflects the socio-political changes in the 

post-war world.  

First of all, it is film montage, which in cinema movement-image, like 

movement alone, was determined by the principle of linearity and cause-and-

effect laws. This meant that the subsequent film scenes followed each other in 

accordance with the principle of chronology and linearity of time. There was no 

place here (with few exceptions, of course) for breaking with chronology, time 

lapses, ellipses, parallel narrations or introducing additional temporal planes. 

Naturally, cinema had to develop its form in its own time, passing through 

successive stages of evolution. It is hard to imagine that it would start forming 

autonomous means of expression from experiments with the temporality of 

narration and implementing multiple temporal planes and non-linear storylines.  

With the collapse of the Grand Narratives, among which was History, time 

as a progress from one form to another in the movement of linear development 

began to reel in its foundations. In cinema, this took the form of a departure from 

classical film narration, classical montage or the domination of movement-image. 

According to Deleuze, the classical narrative is characterized by conservatism 

and secondary in the way it shows time on screen. It is not capable of showing the 

movement of virtuality, a nomadically and rhizomatically organized movement 

that is not subordinated to top-down, cause-and-effect logic, and therefore does 

not progress from past to future.  

The new time-image introduces new aspects of insight into the present in 

cinema, showing spectators the unprecedented possibilities of being in the image, 

and thus being in the world and experiencing it. “‘Time is out of joint’: it is off 

the hinges assigned to it by behaviour in the world, but also by movements of 

world. It is no longer time that depends on movement; it is aberrant movement 

that depends on time. The relation, sensory-motor situations indirect image of 
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time is replaced by a non-localizable relation, pure optical and sound situation-

direct time-image “(Deleuze, 1989, p. 41). What Deleuze means here is that time 

loses its form, ceases to be observable in the movement of matter, thus the 

perception is confronted with emptiness, unknown, disorganization of time within 

a linear development. This can become as frightening for some as it is liberating 

for others. Similarly, in cinema that has never abandoned the classical forms of 

narration in favor of cinema time-image, and films enjoying the greatest success 

at the box office are still films based on classical narration and domination of 

movement-images. Time-image films, on the other hand, often arouse the same 

emotions that are caused by facing the emptiness of time forms in our everyday 

life and falling out of the narrative brackets: from boredom and apathy to anxiety, 

sadness, fear, hopelessness and aggression.  

Deleuze describes a situation where perception is confronted with 

emptiness and lack of time forms, as a pure optical situation (Deleuze, 1989, p. 

41). Inspired by Bergson’s ideas, he reflects two types of cognition proposed by 

the author of Creative Evolution on the theses of images. Bergson described one 

as sensory-motor, which is the result of acquired patterns of reaction, association, 

habits. The other is the one that is pure optical situation, an opening for a fuller 

experience of the present without interference of the future or past (Bergson, 

2003, p. 138). Deleuze attributes this second cognition type, a cinema that is truly 

open, visionary, reflecting in artistic practice the meaning of its concepts of 

rhizome, nomadism, becoming (Deleuze, 1995, p. 51).  

Such cinema does not focus on creating closed forms and satisfying the 

needs of the mind that wants to understand, name, define, stop experiencing in 

language. On the contrary, cinema opens up to the dynamics of flowing present, 

to the multiplicity of possible experiences of time and movement, and to the lack 

of central, single organization of the image in relation to its meaning. Speaking in 

a language taken from Deleuze’s dictionary, cinema opens up to singularity and 

shows the process of becoming in aspects of differentiating what is virtual into 

the forms of actualization. Here, film images lose the property of representation, 

spectator’s perception does not feel comforted, and remains unable to clearly 

recognize the logic of film narration in an attempt to understand it from the 

perspective of everyday life experiences. 
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The model of the whole, of an open totality, presupposes that there 

are commensurable relations or rational cuts between images, in 

the image itself, and between image and whole. This is the very 

condition for there being an open totality. […] If post-war cinema 

breaks with this model, it’s because it sets up all sorts of irrational 

cuts and incommensurable relations between images (Deleuze, 

1995, p. 63). 

 

 Cinema time-image becomes a contemplative cinema, which in exchange 

for taking the understanding and pleasure of communicating with the known and 

expected, ordered and logical universe of visual forms, offers freedom and 

experience of the present not linearly related to the past or future. In this sense, 

the new kind of cinema opens up to a more spiritual experience that does not 

yield to the principles of pragmatic actions, cause-and-effect laws or clearly 

motivated activities of the characters.  

In post-war cinema, more and more artists began to make such understood 

kind of films. French New Wave or just the films of Jean-Luc Godard, its most 

radical representant, who devoted his entire artistic career to formal and narrative 

experiments, which were to open films to a new experience of subjectivity, the 

perception of the world and to exempt film from the obligation to tell stories. The 

films of the Italian neo-realists or, in a way, the films of a great artist, 

Michelangelo Antonioni, that derived from them. All these artists, in different 

ways and on different levels of film practice, rejected movement-image and 

opened up to the exploration of cinema of freedom. Underneath this label of 

contemplative, open or free cinema, there are various artistic treatments, breaking 

out of the linearity of time, the domination of movement and matter towards an 

attempt to point out what appears to be unintentional, unrepresentative, breaking 

out of the logic of classically (in Newtonian sense) understood time, narration, 

action or dramatic development of events.  

Cinema time-image enables a new kind of cognition that is not available 

in the everyday experience of life, because most people are entangled in the logic 

of linear time on a daily basis. As a result of regular everyday activities, 

performing work duties, participating in cultural events or entertainment, 

confrontation with emptiness or alternative modes of cognition becomes 
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increasingly rare. There is no need to go beyond the comfort of forms and the 

familiar as the encounter with cinema time-image does not offer immediate 

pleasure and instant gratification.  

However, it is not about the ethical aspect of time-image, its evoking 

spectator to morality, it is not the essence of a new kind of cinema that Deleuze 

proposes. The qualitative leap between movement-image and time-image has 

primarily an aesthetic and cognitive dimension; it is about how images can be 

organized in a different way in terms of the basic conditions of aesthetic 

experience – space, movement and time. Therefore, it is simply about a different 

kind of experience that expands cognition to aspects previously unseen, unknown 

or overlooked.  

Of course, the historical transition between these two types of images 

refers to the change in the socio-political conditions and also cinema of time-

image implies the emergence of a new kind of spectator, a free subject of 

observation, but without the ethical aspect of this change. Deleuze on the pages of 

Cinema does not refer to ethics in order to define images. In the simplest way this 

can be understood by his aversion to dialectics, divisions and hierarchies. If 

cinema time-image is supposed to open up to spiritual experience of freedom, the 

ethics and binary division into good and bad, right and wrong are not part of its 

practices or reception. There are no longer any privileged moments, objective 

subject positions from which a universal code of ethics could exist, determining 

which images are better, prettier and which are worse or uglier. 

One more important thing is revealed here when discussing the time-

image. Just as the movement-image constituted a study of motion, perception and 

genesis of the image in its material organization, time-image refers to the general 

social condition from the perspective of collapse of classical narrative principles 

(both in film and in life). Thus, the aesthetic aspect of this change cannot be 

detached from its socio-historical aspect. In this sense, Deleuze’s work on cinema 

is a philosophical, structuralist classification of images and signs, as long as it is 

also a study of the condition of post-war Western societies in which the binary 

divisions that organized the social order were broken down on many layers of 

life.  

The cognitive chaos and the collapse of Grand Narratives caused by the 

Second World War seemed to be a catalyst for the processes that led to the 



141 

 

disintegration of sensory-motor relationships in the whole organization of social 

life, while cinema has shown this change in an aesthetic, philosophical and 

artistic way. This theme will be continued by Agamben, Badiou and Rancière, 

incorporating the subjective and social perspective into their reflections on 

cinema and beginning to talk about it from the perspective of the collapse of 

subjectivity and the need to rebuild it.  

The difference between Deleuze’s approach and its continuators will 

consist in their more committed attitude and forcing concrete, positive projects 

that reflect the ideas contained in Cinema to propose specific models of cinema 

and image definitions that can contribute to the birth of a new type of spectator: 

the free, conscious and self-aware one. In a way, they continue Deleuze’s project, 

which used the term “people to come”6, thus making a constructive bridge 

between social themes and philosophical considerations about the image.  

Cinema, as a popular, mass entertainment based on the principles of 

mimetics and representation, shapes the audience by strengthening their sense of 

order and belonging. This kind of spectator is deprived of freedom in cinema, 

interacting with images that impose a single logic of perception, based on the 

principles that govern cinema movement-image. By proposing the notion of “the 

people to come”. Deleuze introduces a collective category of the spectator of 

time-image cinema, which does not shape the spectator, as it leaves the form, 

does not create patterns of representation, does not assume in advance the 

position and reaction of the spectators, leaves a large space of emptiness for 

experiencing emptiness or the present.  

The figure of a rhizome and a nomadic figure comes to mind as concepts 

that help to understand the principle of society organization that Deleuze would 

like. These concepts did not assume the starting point of problems before they 

were addressed, i.e., imposition of predetermined criteria of behaviour. 

Nomadism was focused on moving in the present towards the problems it might 

 
6 What is interesting here is that Deleuze has decided to give a small hint of, what seems to be a 

very interesting political concept, and paid small attention to extract his ideas. It becomes not 

clear why this concept has not been developed in more details, by combining it, for example, 

with the previous projects, conducted with Guattari. Hence, we cannot clearly find out what he 

meant by the concept of “the people to come” and how it can be combined with his thinking 

about images. This political approach has been abandoned by Deleuze but it has been 

continued by the contemporary philosophers and their projects can already be defined in a 

more political way.  
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encounter on its way, without any prior assumptions or central points of 

reference. Cinema time-image would be a kind of nomadically understood 

aesthetic experience in which spectators do not participate as a figure, for which a 

scheme of reception and a catalogue of possible reactions as well as behaviour 

was priorly prepared. Speaking of the people to come, Deleuze states that it can 

only come into being when it has not yet existed, when it is not yet there, thus 

there is no form of existence prepared for it and predesigned for their definition. 

It is an empty space.   

The model of a modern state and contemporary, postmodern or late 

capitalism (Mandel, 1999) using law, political divisions into public and private, 

religion, military force, economy, politics of desire, historical policy, tradition, 

memory, inscribe people who have not yet arrived in the forms and standards of 

domination into which they simply have to fit. By introducing the category of the 

people to come or the missing people, Deleuze again creates a general framework 

for the category that is not defined yet: “the missing people are a becoming, they 

invent themselves, in shanty towns and camps, or in ghettos, in new conditions of 

struggle to which a necessarily political art must contribute” (Deleuze, 1989, p. 

217). 

There is a clear resemblance between Deleuze and the three philosophers, 

about whom the next chapters will be. All of them are concerned with the issue of 

subjectivity and societies, while Agamben even titled one of his books The 

Coming community (Agamben & Hardt, 2013) and in many places shows a 

similarity with the author of Difference and Repetition. In addition, he uses 

concepts which, in a similar way to Deleuze, transfer philosophical, political, 

social and ethical considerations to the level of cinema. The element of politics 

and ethics will also become important for Rancière and Badious, who will derive 

their own understandings, enriching them with their own forged philosophical 

tools. Their philosophical tricks towards cinema will turn out to be related to 

Deleuze’s project not only in terms of the images, but the whole ideological 

foundation that stands behind their creation. Just like Deleuze’s three successors, 

it will be impossible to separate their thoughts on cinema from all their previous 

philosophical output, which has resulted in the creation of interesting theoretical 

tools that will serve them to think about images. 

To sum up Deleuze’s reflections, it is possible to try to put his 
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understanding of images together, determined by the lack of time and its non-

existent essential dimensions. Movement-image cinema began by introducing 

temporal layers on the basis of material organization of visuality, the first forms 

of delaying the movement and giving it meaning through intellectual operations 

of sensory experience (intensity). However, cinema time-image is a cinema of an 

attempt to get out of time, in other words, it bases its possibility of existence on 

timeless emptiness, which it tries to indicate, but does not and cannot define. 

Time, as what is impossible to express, has no form, thus it is inherently 

inexpressible, visually impossible to capture and infinite. Deleuze’s effort 

consists in a philosophical attempt to define in language the essence of this 

inexpressibility and to show the meaning of both its concepts and of cinema, 

which operates by means of an attempt to leave forms and fixed points of 

reference by opening up to freedom and emptiness. 

We have defined a set of points of reference between Deleuze and his 

successors, which in the following chapters will connect the thoughts of these 

philosophers, while offering a clear map of new, authorial critical concepts. Their 

methodical development and individual projects will provide the basis for 

defending the thesis with the existence of the contemporary trend in the 

philosophy of cinema after Deleuze. Among the key concepts, the following will 

come to the fore: subjectivity, dialectics, history, postmodernism, freedom, 

language, ethics and politics. Around these concepts, the continuators of 

Deleuze’s thoughts will build the foundations of their own philosophical 

reflections on cinema, which may not match the ambitions of the French thinker, 

but are an important reference to his thoughts and a commentary to the present 

day. 
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CHAPTER 3 – TOWARDS THE CINEMA OF GESTURE AND MEANS 

WITHOUT END – GIORGIO AGAMBEN 

 

3.1. Agamben’s philosophical project 

 

The first author whose philosophical thought is undoubtedly rooted in 

Deleuze’s works, not only those devoted to cinema, is Giorgio Agamben. Of all 

the philosophers to whom the successive chapters of this dissertation have been 

dedicated, he is also the one who most eagerly and most often refers to the author 

of The Logic of Sense, even though he tends to disagree with him a lot. Inspired 

by Deleuze and the ideas presented in Cinema, Agamben built the foundations of 

his philosophy of cinema and established totally new approach to how we may 

differently think about images after both Deleuze and postmodern era.  

The fundamental premise of Agamben’s reflections on film images is 

made from the departure of Deleuzian division into movement and time, and 

proposing a new cut between them, based on the adoption of an ethical and 

political perspective, and not an aesthetic one. Agamben’s philosophical thinking 

is supported by the work of two other philosophers, to whom he most eagerly 

refers, taking into account his entire academic output: Walter Benjamin and 

Martin Heidegger. Before we will proceed with detailed analysis of the 

Agambenian film thought, his general philosophical heritage will be presented, 

taking into account all the places and concepts that later became most important 

for his understanding of the essence, features and role of cinema. 

Born in 1942, Agamben is still an active, politically committed, writing 

and lecturing Italian philosopher who started his career at the University of Rome 

in the 1970s. In his early academic work, he was strongly inspired by the 

Heidegger’s thought, whose lectures he had a chance attend in person at the end 

of the 60’s, when the latter was already at the end of his academic career. The 

German philosopher’s influence is evident in almost every work that Agamben 

produced, although in later years he focused more on building and developing his 

own conceptual tools and unique thoughts, slowly moving away from the 

influences of his masters. As it was the case with Deleuze, it is difficult to assign 
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the work of Italian philosopher to a single discipline, thematic area or uniform 

philosophical method. The books that he has written over the course of his fifty 

years career abound in a variety of subjects and methods of their formulation, not 

to mention the wealth of references to historical examples, concepts and 

philosophical trends.  

Agamben has devoted his philosophical work to linguistic, political, 

historical-philosophical, religious, sociological and strictly metaphysical issues. 

His thematic interests include such issues and concepts as: concentration camps, 

biopolitics, community, subjectivity, friendship, profanation, exclusion, violence, 

state of emergency, refugees, bare life, art, cinema, theatre, literature, language, 

representation and metaphysics. This incomplete enumeration is meant to show 

only some of the philosopher’s interests and impressively broad area of expertise. 

It does not entirely reflect the author’s erudition and the range of issues to which 

he devoted his philosophical reflections. 

The way and style of practicing philosophy by Agamben is also 

multidimensional and permeating the divisions of genres, disciplines, methods of 

inquiry. The philosopher’s language also resembles a mixture of poetry, 

philosophical treatise, parables, aphorisms, prose and academic dissertation. His 

works, often fragmentary, dense in meanings and rich in a wide range of 

references, resemble the form of passages developed by Walter Benjamin in his 

Arcades Project (Benjamin & Eiland, 2003). Similarly, to him, the Italian thinker 

is a herald, he is fond of forming visions of what the future may bring, from the 

perspective of analyzing the contemporary conditions of development of Western 

societies in particular.  

The trajectory of the development of issues and topics in Agamben’s 

subsequent works is not dictated by any top-down chronology or observable logic 

that could be easily reconstructed. In this sense, Agamben may appear to be a 

truly nomadic thinker in the sense given to this term by Deleuze. He freely 

navigates between disciplines and themes, developing his thoughts in the 

directions to which the problem area or the network of concepts currently under 

consideration leads him. He goes above the disciplines, combining them in places 

that can better highlight the problem area in question. He is also a thinker that can 

be defined as the Nietzschean in spirit. In his works, in spite of the richness as 

regards the subject matter, it is possible to observe the ever-returning threads and 
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concepts, which each time appear in a new form, differently establishing its area 

of meaning and philosophical stakes. The constant return to historical examples 

and the reinterpretation of forgotten or already well-interpreted, classical texts 

that are largely religious, ancient or historical in terms of the current political 

context and with the use of a new conceptual grid, is part of Agamben’s basic 

method of philosophical work.  

In an attempt to put into a general context, the framework of still emerging 

concepts and issues in all his works, it is possible to describe it in the following 

way: continuing the tradition of critical, continental thought of Marxist 

provenance, he takes to his philosophical workshop various mechanisms of the 

formation of subjectivity in Western societies of late modernity, each time 

analyzing this process from the perspective of a different device, institution or 

symbolic layer. Whether it is language, modern, biopolitical models of power, 

market logic of late capitalism, mass media, the process of globalization or legal 

systems, each time he is occupied with reconstructing the mechanisms of power 

which format subjects for its own use and eliminating their freedom of existence.  

Agamben’s philosophical approach also shows active political 

commitment and willingness to initiate positive social changes. In addition to the 

analysis of social and political situations, he is interested in the ways of possible 

emancipatory practices that open up to the free existence of subjects, the 

alternative being in the public space, and the possibility of forming new 

communities that do not fit into the dominant economic or political systems 

(Agamben & Hardt, 2013). In terms of its philosophical interests and attitudes, 

Agamben shows great resemblance to Deleuze, who at least at the late stage of 

his career was striving for exactly the same things: to come up with alternative 

ways of a new existence of subjectivity and to set horizons of freedom in times 

increasingly dominated by modern and postmodern power structures (Deleuze, 

1995, p. 1-35).  

However, unlike the French philosopher, Agamben often mixes actual 

issues that border on politics, religious studies, aesthetics, ethics, and incorporates 

them into a space of one thought, to show how the same concepts can permeate 

different disciplines and work to redefine the boundaries between them. Thus, he 

makes a sort of synthetic, holistic attempts to analyze Western civilization, 

showing analogies between phenomena from different fields, the same moments 
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of their birth and common projects of resistance and initiation of positive 

changes. His thinking about cinema is guided by exactly the same system of 

beliefs and opinions, supported by reflections from his previous works, devoted 

to fields that seemingly have nothing to do with cinema (politics, history, 

religion).  

At the beginning of his academic career Agamben was close to linguistic 

and semiotic interests. He preferred to consider them from general ontological 

and epidemiological perspectives, exploring structures and relationships between 

language as a device for empowerment and human condition in modern times. In 

the 1970s, he wrote two important works on the subject of language and its use: 

Stanzas: Word and Phantasm in Western Culture (Agamben, 1993) and Infancy 

and History: The Destruction of Experience (Agamben, 2007). Starting with 

them, Agamben began to formulate an original thought, oriented around the 

analysis of the power elements of language and the concept of deixis. He tried to 

reconstruct the language from the perspective of power contexts in which it is 

involved and which speaks through language. The concept of deixis can also be 

used to focus further Agambenian terms that appear in later periods of his career: 

the figure of potentiality, gesture, infancy, play, messianism, poetry, history. The 

philosopher expressed a synthetic approach to his interests and the convergence 

between the proposed concepts, stating:  

 

If for every author there exists a question which defines the 

motivum of his thought, then the precise scope of these questions 

coincides with the terrain towards which all my work is orientated. 

In both my written and unwritten books, I have stubbornly pursued 

only one train of thought: what is the meaning of ‘there is 

language’; what is the meaning of ‘I speak’? It is certainly clear 

that neither the speaking nor the being spoken, which corresponds 

to it a parte objecti, is a real predicate which can be identified in 

this or that property (like that of being red, French, old, 

communist). They are, rather, trascendentia in the meaning of this 

term within medieval logic-that is, predicates which transcend all 

categories while insisting on each one of them (Agamben, 2007, p. 

5-6). 
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Then, in his later works, Language and Death (Agamben, 2007b)  and The 

Open (Agamben, 2012), he continues with these issues, initiating a critical project 

that questions the metaphysical basis of subjectivity based on the assumption that 

the essence of being human is to have language (Agamben, 2012, p. 34). Through 

his work on language and history, Agamben opens up to the issues of politics, 

aesthetics and ethics, expanding the meaning of language and looking for similar 

concepts that function as both empowerment and enslavement. In these works, 

the philosopher also offers a certain interpretative lead for a better understanding 

of how his approach to the contemporary condition of Western societies should be 

presented, which he methodically analyses and criticizes in all his academic texts. 

This has also had a direct impact on his ways of stopping film images and has 

given rise to his new philosophy of cinema.  

Agamben’s early work on language is guided by a general thesis that 

modern societies of late modernity and global capitalism are characterized by 

progressive disintegration and loss of experience (Agamben, 2007, p. 13). The 

consequence of this thesis is that Western people can no longer live everyday life 

in its simplicity, directness, authenticity and naturalness. The creation of 

subjectivity, mediated by mechanisms of power, technological devices, 

institutions, media, economy, legal and political systems, is increasingly being 

formatted to reproduce divisions and reinforce inequalities between privileged 

and exploited groups. The soft regime of power, which Foucault called biopolitics 

(Foucault & Senellart, 2011), in a way that interferes more and more with daily 

experience, takes control over the behavior of individuals, their needs, desires, 

mental, emotional states and thoughts. This situation, according to Agamben, is 

supported by technological devices, information media and the development of 

sciences towards an ever better understanding of the functioning of human body 

at its elementary chemical and biological level. 

 

3.2. Between Agamben and Deleuze – key concepts  

 

The development of modern science and technology during industrial 

revolution has established new divisions between the subjects of experience and 
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the knowledge, which is devoted to the analysis of all possible aspects of people’s 

behavior and functioning with increasing detail and meticulousness. However, 

this knowledge does not serve the welfare of individuals, improving living 

conditions or the functioning of societies. On the contrary, in Agamben’s opinion, 

it is used for the purposes of more effective management of subjects and, as a 

result, whole societies. Such a pessimistic direction of development, in his 

opinion, has been adopted by Western societies since the birth of modernity. It is 

worth noting at this point the similarity between Agamben and Deleuze, who in a 

similar understanding of social disintegration and its ever-tighter control, 

captured the movement of image division, which could no longer last in its cause-

effect and sense-motor organization.7 Agamben also began to reflect on the status 

of image and cinema by recognizing the historical turn in the development of 

power structures.  

In case of both philosophers, there are clear correlations between the 

proposed definition of the nature of cinema and the influence of external, 

historical conditions that determine the crisis of humanity and its humanistic 

aspirations to build a better society, abolishing the divisions of power. While 

Deleuze focused on one fundamental point of intensity, the outbreak of the 

Second World War, Agamben extends the analysis to a longer period of time to 

show gradually, methodically developing mechanisms of biopolitical power, 

increasingly penetrating the spaces of subjectivity formation and at the same time 

more subtle in its methods. In Agamben’s case, this disintegration has primarily a 

political and social dimension, rather than an aesthetic one. He studies its 

 
7 It is worth mentioning here a text by Deleuze, in which he analysed a new kind of power 

structure in modern societies. Michel Foucault, in his work Discipline and Punish, (Foucault, 

2020) proposed the characteristics of a regime of power based on discipline and punishment, 

illustrating it with the example of the panopticon prison institution. The extension of this kind of 

regime is biopolitics. Deleuze, in line with Foucault’s considerations, described the transition that 

took place in the way of exercising power from a disciplinary regime to a regime based on 

control, the characteristics of which coincide with what the author of Discipline and Punish 

understood as biopolitics. Power based on control goes beyond institutions (prisons, schools, 

churches, hospitals, workplaces) and penetrates areas of everyday life, including human bodies. 

The mechanisms of power become more and more intensely internalized in the lives of 

individuals, the communication, information and technology are replacing institutions, the “hard” 

disciplinary power turns into “soft,” invisible control. Agamben used Deleuze and Foucault’s 

thoughts on this type of power regime in his thinking on the image, on the other hand remaining 

critical of the Deleuzian classification of images: movement-image and time-image. Deleuze, on 

the other hand, did not combine the political reflections that he developed with Guattari with his 

reflections on cinema, and did not penetrate into his contemporary political and social context in 

order to seek an answer to the question of the future of cinema. Cf. G. Deleuze, Postscript on the 

Societies of Control (Deleuze, 1995, p. 177-182). 
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consequences by looking at the technological devices, inventions and institutions 

that are responsible for it or support it. The philosopher’s later works, including 

those concerning cinema, contain the thread of loss (experience, language, 

gestures, subjectivity), which in his opinion is common and ubiquitous in all 

modern Western societies (Agamben, 2012, p. 11-26). 

In the context of the concept of loss on which the Agambenian new model 

of cinema is also based, it is worth noting another term, coinciding with the 

Deleuzian understanding of what it means to perform a division. In Deleuze’s 

case, division is generally characterized as an operation of the mind or senses that 

keeps what is virtual in order to call, describe, understand, feel – experience (Parr, 

2014, p. 297-298). On the basis of mind intervention and its naming operations 

by delaying the image, it suspends the flow of pure consciousness and begins to 

divide into more and more image forms. With the first act of delay the first image 

is created.  

French philosopher captures the divisions in and between images in a 

structural way and without getting involved in political and ethical disputes. 

Neither does he make claims about the moral superiority of specific images, 

regardless of the fact that the philosopher makes it clear what his film preferences 

are. They do not result from the introduction of a valuation hierarchy, but from 

the historical context, in which a given type of image (time-image) contains the 

potential to create resistance and to break down the divisions imposed by the 

regimes of power. However, in Deleuze’s opinion, the division between 

individual images is not conditioned by the contemporary political context. He is 

not concerned with these issues because, as has already been shown, he simply 

considers them secondary in his classification. Nor is he particularly interested in 

the analysis of the external mechanisms of power, from which conclusions can be 

drawn about the divisions that are taking place.  

Agamben, on the other hand, treats the subject of division (experience and 

subjectivity) with an ethical and political perspective, remaining close to what is 

happening in the world, outside of the realm of images. He also deeply penetrates, 

inspired by Michel Foucault’s philosophy, into the mechanisms of biopolitical 

power and knowledge, which are responsible for the loss of experience, language 

and gestures and thus free subjectivity and emancipated societies. Referring to the 

loss, he proposes a course of action aimed at the recovery of experience by 
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individuals. Here is also an indication of how he understands cinema, as it is 

characterized by a considerable similarity of practices that must be initiated in 

order to restore lost aspects of subjectivity in Western societies. Agamben argues 

that restoring experience requires a radical redefinition as a matter of language 

and not consciousness. Since, as he states, subjectivity is derived primarily from 

language, the operations of subjectivity are thus linguistic operations (Agamben, 

2012, p. 45-47). This thesis follows his reflections on cinema, but also on politics 

in his most famous academic tetralogy, Homo Sacer (Agamben & Gayraud, 

2003). 

On the pages of his other book, Infancy and History, Agamben introduces 

the concept of infancy (Agamben, 2007), which at the same time also links him to 

Deleuze, along with his approach to the issue of freedom that can be offered by 

conscious and open communication with cinema time-image. The concept of 

infancy, Agamben derived from Benjamin’s philosophy, who saw it as the way of 

removing the unspoken elements from the language.  

 

Infancy is an experimentum linguae of this kind, in which the 

limits of language are to be found not outside language, in the 

direction of its referent, but in an experience of language as such, 

in its pure self-reference. […] infancy is staked on the possibility 

that there is an experience of language which is not merely a 

silence or a deficiency of names, but one whose logic can be 

indicated, whose site and formula can be designated, at least up to 

a point” (Agamben, 2007, p. 5-6).  

 

“The idea of infancy as a pre-subjective ‘psychic substance’ is therefore shown to 

be as mythical as a pre-linguistic subject, with infancy and language seeming to 

refer back to one another in a circle in which infancy is the origin of language and 

language the origin of infancy. But perhaps it is in this very circle that we should 

seek the site of experience for human infancy. For the experience, the infancy at 

issue here, cannot merely be something which chronologically precedes language 

and which, at a certain point, ceases to exist in order to spill into speech. It is not 

a paradise which, at a certain moment, we leave for ever in order to speak; rather, 

it coexists in its origins with language- indeed, is itself constituted through the 
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appropriation of it by language in each instance to produce the individual as 

subject” (Agamben, 2007, p. 48). 

For the Italian thinker it means a kind of being without language. 

However, it is not a matter of being in front of a language (in Deleuze’s case, by 

analogy, before movement-image), before it has developed in the perception of 

mind, but as a basic condition of experience, which precedes and always exists in 

every appropriation of experience by language. Therefore, it is a state always 

present in the language and experiential through the language, in spite of its 

naming, delaying, and meaningful operations. 

 

Infancy has its effect first and foremost on language, constituting it 

and conditioning it in an essential way. for the very fact that 

infancy exists as such- that it is, in other words, experience as the 

transcendental limit of language- rules out language as being in 

itself totality and truth. If there was no experience, if there was no 

infancy, language would undoubtedly be a ‘game’ in Wittgenstein’s 

sense, its truth coinciding with its correct usage according to 

logical rules. But from the point where there is experience, where 

there is infancy, whose expropriation is the subject of language, 

then language appears as the place where experience must become 

truth. (Agamben, 2007, p. 51). 

 

Like Deleuze, Agamben is also a philosopher of experience, who puts 

authenticity, truth of direct experience and gestures above language and 

philosophy, defined as contemplation, reflection or communication. Thus, he puts 

directness, authenticity and non-dualistic unity above the divisions and dualisms 

that are always present in human experience. Agamben’s philosophical practice, 

is also oriented around the creation of concepts–traps that allow, in the analyzed 

world of phenomena, institutions and devices, to find a space beyond them, 

towards an uninterrupted experience and a subjectivity that is not subjected to the 

mechanisms of power. For this purpose, when thinking of language Agamben 

includes the element of referencing (pointing at) in its definition and its function 

that is not so much based on naming, ordering or defining. In other words, he 

removes the element of power from the type of language that creates divisions 



153 

 

and hierarchies similarly to how Deleuze refused to create hierarchies between 

language and cinema in his philosophical approach towards images.  

This approach opens up the possibility of a new understanding of the 

relationship between language and metaphysics, based on a positive transgression 

of linguistic limitations and not on its power of naming, but of referring to itself 

as well as to what is beyond and before the object of description (Deleuzian 

virtual). It is worth noting that Agamben’s model of cinema, which could be 

called: cinema of means without end, cinema of restored gestures, or cinema of 

images without promises, which restores the self-referential character of an 

image, will be based on the same pattern of recognition that appeared during his 

reflections on the nature of language. The aim is above all to propose the kind of 

film images that will be able to break with the representative function and thus 

reveal to the very conditions of their own existence, which in cinema are often 

overshadowed by fiction, narration, transparent storytelling style, message 

content and the construction of emotional impact. 

Without going into further consequences of Agamben’s linguistic 

deliberations, it is worth noting a few conclusions that are important regarding 

further parts of the chapter. In his work on the language, Agamben has already 

begun to disassociate from his most important master, Heidegger, and the entire 

dialectic tradition from Plato to Hegel, which sustained the existence of a 

breakdown in the language; a negativity that is ultimately unbearable and which 

has funded the evolution of communication. To sum up, the object of his studies 

is the existence, in the philosophical dialectic discourse, of unspoken elements 

that condition the existence of language as such. In this sense he expresses 

Deleuzian interests by focusing on the virtual rather than the actual. Agamben 

tries to challenge the claim that language can only exist if it contains its 

antithesis, which is a constantly reproducing, unrepeatable element that cannot be 

captured by language. On the contrary, he wishes to highlight the positive aspect 

of language that can exist beyond dialectical understanding and be defined with 

the use of non-dualistic terms. 

Many modern, artistic practices have been based on this aspect of the 

impossibility of full expression through language. The discourses of modernity 

and postmodernity, generally speaking, were also based on this breakdown 

between language and experience (Ross, 1994). A new look at the history of 



154 

 

philosophical thought of the last century in terms of a change of classification and 

a different division has also become important for Jacques Rancière, to whom the 

next chapter will be dedicated. For Agamben, this division is important inasmuch 

as it reveals the real places where the origin of breakdowns between subjectivity 

and experience must be sought. In other words, Agamben, similarly to Deleuze, is 

interested in grasping the moments where divisions are made possible and make 

their way into the realm of material, sensual world.   

Agamben does not lament that the language contains of imperfections, nor 

its inability to name or follow the practice of deconstructing meanings. Instead, 

he makes a leap towards positive movement, which is also opposed to the 

practices of postmodernists, based on games, intertextuality, moving on the 

surface of meanings and between them. His figure of infancy appears as a 

positive gesture of transition from the inabilities and imperfections of language 

and the necessity and consent of its recognition by the postmodern game to the 

self-referential qualities of language. By initiating this notion, Agamben tries to 

transcend the negative character of the philosophy based on the reproduced 

notion of absence, which has already been present since Plato and Aristotle, and 

is best observed today in Lacanian psychoanalysis, for whom human being is a 

“lack of being” (Lacan, Miller, & Porter, 2008). The Italian researcher 

acknowledges that such an attitude has contributed to the definition of the whole 

tradition of classical dialectics, marking modern and postmodern societies with 

nihilism and cynicism.  

Agamben proposes a new understanding of metaphysics after 

postmodernism, which can be understood in a simple way as a turn from the age 

of deconstruction and negativity to construction and positivity. Such practice is 

based on a few more important concepts that have become part of the 

philosopher’s theoretical apparatus for studying culture and art, including cinema. 

The most important of these are the concepts of potentiality, gesture and profanity 

that he defined in his books, while being inspired by Heidegger and Benjamin. 

These concepts helped him to suggest new understanding of cinema and the 

nature of images. Agamben did not construct a complete and comprehensive 

philosophy of cinema in the same way as Deleuze did, but his project (not less 

ambitious) creates new paths and perspectives for further researching and 

experiencing films from the point of view of their potential opening to freedom 
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and liberation from the mechanisms of biopolitical power. In this sense Agamben 

can be called Deleuzian successor as his ideas on cinema resemble Deleuzian 

attitude. The fundamental difference between the two philosophers will appear at 

the level of defining the essence of images and, consequently, the essence of 

cinema.   

 

3.3. Suspended potentiality  

 

As it has already been mentioned, the fundamental object of interest for 

the Italian philosopher is the possibility of proposing new ways to conceive 

subjectivity and to restore its existential liberty and freedom to act and think in 

the world enslaved by modern apparatus and sovereign power. Despite his very 

often pessimistic vision on the development of modern societies, Agamben is a 

“positive critic” who seeks to create a new philosophical language of concepts 

that would serve to affirm life and to rethink possible forms of its emancipation 

after a period of postmodern deconstruction. Therefore, the concepts he 

introduces into the dictionary should be considered precisely from the perspective 

of these positive aspirations, and not only from a critical, descriptive or normative 

perspective. 

By drawing up the basic network of Agamben’s concepts, I propose to 

begin in a way from the end, understood here not as the ultimate goal to be 

achieved through philosophical reflection, but as a certain organizing practice of 

thought on a general level, in constant movement and reference of concepts. This 

way of exposing the key concepts of the Italian author allows a better 

understanding of his philosophical approach, directed to the possibility of 

recovering freedom and the self-shaping of subjectivity.  

The category of potentiality comes to the fore – albeit chronologically the 

last one, but thus superior to the positive implementation of the project of 

subjectivity reconstruction. Properly speaking, Agambenian understanding of the 

term can be better grasped with a support of his earlier concepts and 

philosophical inquiries. Looking at his whole heritage, it is possible to find the 

figure of potentiality already in his early texts. Although not yet literally named as 

such, it is manifested in the philosopher’s attempts to rethink negativity and 
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suggest alternative options to overcome it; something different than what 

dialectical practice has to offer.  

In his philosophical reflections on language, poetry, bare life, aesthetics 

and even the redefinition of such figures as melancholy or fetishism, it is evident 

that there is an interest in what constitutes the other side of positivity, without 

being a mere denial of it or a dialectical opposite, an antithesis (Agamben & 

Rueff, 2006). As such, the way he understands negativity is not simply the 

opposite of what is or has been actualized in material reality and thus remains a 

never-ending dead entity of the past. By denying the dialectics in a classical 

sense, he gives up perceiving dualisms as opposing beings on a simple, linear and 

once and for all given opposition.  

This issue was already developed in an early book by Agamben, 

Language and Death: The Place of Negativity. In this work, the philosopher 

studied the relationship between positivity and negativity with respect to the 

philosophy of Hegel and Heidegger. He puts the category of potentiality at the 

center of his deliberations, which he considers in terms of the relationship 

between language and speech that is presented in his work. He seeks, in 

philological and linguistic studies, a treatment of negativity that is not based on a 

logical operation, but is embedded in a reflection of broader ontological nature. 

He finds them in the writings of Aristotle, who in one of the books of 

Metaphysics dealt precisely with the relationship between potentiality and reality 

(Aristotle & Bostock, 1994, p. 30-31). The detailed remarks, along with the 

author’s interpretation, were included in seven essays and then gathered by an 

English translator into a collection of essays, titled Potentialities, showing how 

Agamben captured the transition between what is potential and what is actualized 

(Agamben & Heller-Roazen, 1999).   

The essence of understanding this transition is based on an autonomous 

definition of the category of what is potential that is not based on direct 

translation into the possibility of actualization. Thus, it does not precede in a clear 

and obvious way what is possible in the material, physical plan. What is possible 

includes the moment of transition to execution, but also the possibility of 

remaining suspended and not being executed in its active potential. It is possible 

to state that it contains the possibility of being in non-existence, of remaining in 

the stage of being potential alone. Agamben called this potential inexecution as a 
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non-act. (Agamben & Heller-Roazen, 1999, p. 262).   

 

The concept of potentiality has become so familiar to us that we 

must often struggle to comprehend the difficulties Aristotle 

encountered when, in his metaphysics and physics, he first created 

the concept and distinguished it from actuality. Any attempt to 

examine the status of potentiality must confront a specific aporia: 

the fact that, by definition, a potentiality is a possibility that exists. 

Unlike mere possibilities, which can be considered from a purely 

logical standpoint, potentialities or capacities present themselves 

above all as things that exist but that, at the same time, do not exist 

as actual things; they are present, yet they do not appear in the 

form of present things. What is at issue in the concept of 

potentiality is nothing less than a mode of existence that is 

irreducible to actuality. As such, potentiality and the nature of its 

presence become problems of the greatest importance in 

developing a coherent metaphysics and articulating the many ways 

in which “Being is said.” But the existence of such a thing as 

potentiality is also necessarily at issue in every consideration of 

“faculties,” “capacities,” and even the sense of the simple 

expression “to be able.” […] Following Wittgenstein’s suggestion, 

according to which philosophical problems become clearer if they 

are formulated as questions concerning the meaning of words, I 

could state the subject of my work as an attempt to understand the 

meaning of the verb ‘can’ [potere]. What do I mean when I say: ‘I 

can, I cannot’? (Agamben & Heller-Roazen, 1999, p. 10).   

 

According to Eva Geulen, a commentator on Agamben’s thoughts, “the 

potentiality must thus also be constitutively understood as the ability not to do 

anything or not to be. For a possibility to materialize and for potentiality to 

become an act, impotentiality must be separated from potentiality.” (Geulen & 

Ratajczak, 2012, p. 50-51). This means as much as preserving a potentiality in the 

act alone, rather than giving it up and rejecting it as it passes into actual 

realization. In other words, potentiality appears as a concept that remains positive 
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status regardless its lack of material existence in a physical world.  

 

What is essential is that potentiality is not simply non-Being, 

simple privation, but rather the existence of non- Being, the 

presence of an absence; this is what we call „faculty” or „power.” 

„To have a faculty” means to have a privation. And potentiality is 

not a logical hypostasis but the mode of existence of this privation 

(Agamben & Heller-Roazen, 1999, p. 100).   

 

Therefore, potentiality and actuality are two complementary and 

overlapping ontological layers rather than opposing entities that can exist only in 

separation and interchangeably. The choice of a particular actualization by the 

subject does not exclude what could have and has not been done, leaving 

potentiality behind in the never realized past. The figure of potentiality has such 

an explicit meaning in Agamben’s philosophy, because the whole history of 

mankind, along with the forms of its enslavement, consists of the mastery of what 

is potential and the actualizations of only those forms of life that favor and 

reproduce power and serfdom.  

Potentiality, as a basic dimension of being a human, is transformed into 

concrete forms of behavior and thinking – customs, religions, cultural rituals, 

language, communication, gestures, behavior, and signs. Therefore, what is 

potential – for enhancing better execution of power – should not so much remain 

in suspension, but should be completely eliminated from the experience and 

consciousness of individuals. The existence of potentiality as an alternative 

means of freedom of thinking, being and experiencing is dangerous from the 

point of view of ruling regimes, as it is not easy to subordinate and control, and is 

also difficult to define.  

The figure of potentiality is oriented around subjectivity and its 

possibilities to discover and experience new forms of existence. It is also a key 

concept for the development of Agambenian philosophical project after 

postmodernism and in opposition to Western philosophy that follows the paths of 

dialectics and Platonic ideas. Thus, he shows an affinity with Deleuze’s attitude, 

whose philosophical tools had a similar purpose and similar opponents. Many of 

both of their concepts could be characterized by analogies, even though they are 
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related to different philosophical problems and use different nomenclature. 

Deleuze also developed the concept of potentiality, which he proposed with 

Guattari under the term of “the plane of immanence”. According to them, the 

plane of immanence is a plane expressing pure potentiality. 

 

Concepts are like multiple waves, rising and falling, but the plane 

of immanence is the single wave that rolls them up and unrolls 

them. The plane envelops infinite movements that pass back and 

forth through it, but concepts are the infinite speeds of finite 

movements that, in each case, pass only through their own 

components (Deleuze, Burchill, Guattari, & Tomlinson, 2015, p. 

36). 

 

It is a virtual plane on which the observer creates, in an act of resistance, concepts 

that in effect become actualizes. The act of concept creation, which, according to 

them, is the essence of philosophical practice, is an act of violence, based on the 

division of the unity of ‘outer’ (immanence plan as all potential) into ‘inner’, i.e., 

concrete actualizes, which are mentally generated concepts, embodied by the 

observer. Deleuze uses the concept of the plane of immanence in numerous 

contexts:  

 

Typically, it is employed to explain a type of thinking that mediates 

between the chaos of chance happenings (and the complexity of 

their ever-shifting origins and outcomes on the one hand, and 

structured, orderly thinking on the other. Deleuze reveals the 

former in his theories of multiplicity, becoming and difference He 

proposes that the last typifies how we deals its such chaos: by 

imposing structures, creating hierarchies conceiving of things as 

(the same from one moment to the next, using definitions to limit 

meanings, and ignoring new and potentially creative inquiries. The 

image of a plane of consistency or plane of immanence both 

explain the relationship between these two ways of thinking and 

reveals more fully the creative potential evident in thinking about 

the world. A plane of immanence can be conceived as a surface 
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upon which all events occur, where events are understood as 

chance, productive interactions between forces of all kinds. As 

such, it represents the field of becoming a, ‘space’ containing all of 

the possibilities inherent in forces (Parr, 2014, p. 204).  

 

Movement from potentiality to actuality is a movement of becoming 

concepts that always requires an act of division, which Deleuze defines with the 

use of the term resistance (violence). Similarly, he referred to the act of creativity 

and the essence of art as such. According to him, art is an act of resistance that 

follows from ideas as potentiality to actualize them in an act of artistic 

expression.  

 

We could then say, not as well, from the point of view that 

concerns us, that art resists, even if it is not the only thing that 

resists. Whence the close relationship between an act of resistance 

and a work of art. Every act of resistance is not a work of art, even 

though, in a certain way it is. Every work of art is not an act of 

resistance and yet, in a certain way, it is” (Deleuze & Lapoujade, 

2007, p. 323).  

 

There is a clear affinity between the above claim, the notion of potentiality and 

Deleuzian way of understanding an act of differentiation between images and 

their historical evolution. Potentiality, expressed by Deleuze under the term the 

plan of immanence, lies at the basis of image development, starting from its first 

elementary forms (movement-images) based on their material organization to the 

most complex forms organized around temporal forms (time-images).  

Together with Guattari in their work What is philosophy? they explained 

how they understand potentiality and its movement towards actualizations. This 

definition also underlies the practice of both philosophy and the definition of 

cinema, which in the same way, by using other than philosophy forms of 

expression, makes cuts to the plane of immanence in an act of resistance in order 

to materialize ideas, concepts or images within it. 

 

Let us proceed in a summary fashion: we will consider a field of 
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experience taken as a real world no longer in relation to a self but 

to a simple “there is”. There is, at some moment, a calm and restful 

world. Suddenly a frightened face looms up that looks at 

something out of the field. The other person appears here as neither 

subject nor object but as something that is very different: a 

possible world, the possibility of a frightening world. This possible 

world is not real, or not yet, but it exists nonetheless: it is an 

expressed that exists only in its expression-the face, or an 

equivalent of the face. To begin with, the other person is this 

existence of a possible world. And this possible world also has a 

specific reality in itself, as possible: when the expressing speaks 

and says, “I am frightened”, even if its words are untruthful, this is 

enough for a reality to be given to the possible as such (Deleuze, 

Burchill, Guattari, & Tomlinson, 2015, p. 17).  

 

The similarity between Agamben and Deleuze on the plane of formed 

notions and the essence of philosophical undertaking is also reflected in the 

identity of cultivated thoughts about cinema. In both philosophers, the concepts 

they create form a network of critical tools that additionally co-create and 

condition their meaning. The same is true of their subjects. They enter the area of 

a larger whole, thus the sociological or linguistic ideas can easily relate to their 

reflections on art or cinema.  

However, while continuing Deleuzian reflection on images, Agamben 

made a new philosophical ‘cut’ between them, thus actualizing their potentiality 

in the philosophical discourse in a new, different way. The very figure of 

potentiality shows its fuller meaning in places where the philosopher proposes to 

search for it in filmmaking practice. Looking for filmmakers who would best 

show the essence of the concept, Agamben found the work of the French 

situationist, Guy Debord. His radical avant-garde films and the experimental form 

used in them served the Italian thinker to illustrate the essence of his project of 

film philosophy. In the following parts of the chapter, after introducing the other 

Agamben’s key concepts that relate to cinema, selected Debord’s films will be 

presented to serve as an example to illustrate Agambenian thoughts on cinema. 
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3.4. Profanation and capitalism  

 

The fundamental terms in Agamben’s dictionary, in addition to 

potentiality, are: profanation, Homo Sacer, gesture, experience, bare life, state of 

emergency. All of them are undeniably related to the figure of potentiality, as 

either they have been deprived of it in an act of violence or they join it in a 

struggle to regain it in the social world. Profanation, as understood by Agamben, 

is meant to restore to human use and possession what has been elevated to the 

sacred sphere by the institutions (politics, religion), and therefore deprived of 

potentiality, because the conduct in the area of sanctity is organized around 

narrowly defined, codified possibilities (what can be done, thought, experienced). 

He defines profanation in relation to the notion of the sacred but he highlights that 

it is not equal to the term “secularization”. The difference between the meanings 

of the terms can be grasped by applying the notion of potentiality and moving 

away from simple dialectical oppositions. Agamben explains: 

 

We must distinguish between secularization and profanation. 

Secularization is a form of repression. It leaves intact the forces it 

deals with by simply moving them from one place to another. 

Thus, the political secularization of theological concepts (the 

transcendence of God as a paradigm of sovereign power) does 

nothing but displace the heavenly monarchy onto an earthly 

monarchy, leaving its power intact. Profanation, however, 

neutralizes what it profanes. Once profaned, that which was 

unavailable and separate loses its aura and is returned to use. Both 

are political operations: the first guarantees the exercise of power 

by carrying it back to a sacred model; the second deactivates the 

apparatuses of power and returns to common use the spaces that 

power had seized (Agamben, 2006, p. 77).  

  

The essence of profanation can be reached through the other Agamben 

concepts, thus proving the validity of previously postulated claim of co-creation 

and overlapping of all the concepts individually forged by him. They always 
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focus on the same topic and the subject-language, subject-law or, in a broader 

sense, subjectivity-authority relations. Homo Sacer, the concept that is probably 

most associated with the Italian thinker, describes the way in which man exists in 

a paradoxical situation. This man is excluded from secular law and is not subject 

to its actions. Thus, man can be deprived of life with impunity by anyone, but he 

cannot be sacrificed to a deity. 

 

Here the implicit ambiguity in definition allows the scholar (taking 

up a suggestion of Robert Marett’s) to link the Latin sacer with the 

category of taboo: “Sacer esto is in fact a curse; and homo sacer on 

whom this curse falls is an outcast, a banned man, tabooed, 

dangerous. Originally the word may have meant simply taboo, i.e., 

removed out of the region of the profanum, without any special 

reference to a deity, but ‘holy’ or accursed according to the 

circumstances (Agamben & Gayraud, 2003, p. 39).  

 

This peculiar situation shows the mechanism of double exclusion implemented by 

sovereign power. On the one hand, man is deprived of all secular rights, on the 

other hand, of the divine. Although, from a biological perspective, he has life, 

from a legal point of view, as a citizen, he does not exist and has no symbolic 

meaning. At the same time, it is the law that excludes a man from functioning 

within the law and gives him an identity (exile, refugee). Homo Sacer, deprived 

of legal subjectivity, becomes a bare life – a concept that Agamben used in 

reference to Hannah Arendt and her work, the Roots of Totalitarianism.  

The bare life is, on the one hand, a complete fallout from the law while 

being freely manipulated and managed by sovereign power. Such an authority has 

the unlimited ability to manage human life, being able to define and frame human 

rights, changing them at any time and allowing itself to suspend the rights it has 

previously established. In such a system, there are no universal human rights, 

given to the man from birth, and the authority is free to support chosen 

arguments, ideology, crisis situation or propaganda of fear for the purpose of their 

suspension.  

A good example of this functioning mechanism of power is the 

introduction of a state of emergency, thanks to which the power gives itself 
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permission to manage entities according to its own rules, hiding them under the 

narratives of security, order, public good, etc. Agamben often finds today’s 

example of Homo Sacer and bare life figures, citing examples of concentration 

camps, refugees and exiles as total suspension of human rights and deprivation of 

their subjectivity under divine and secular law (Agamben & Gayraud, 2003, p. 

62-64).  

The opposition between secularity and divinity is what led the philosopher 

to develop the concept of profanation. In developing its meaning, he moved from 

the level of specific and historical examples to a general, abstract-philosophical 

level, in order to explain the mechanisms of the functioning of dualisms that 

underlie the creation of subjectivity. By means of the definition of profanation, 

Agamben conducted a critique of the power mechanisms of late capitalism and 

the society of spectacle, concepts that brought him to the work of Guy Debord. 

His primary goal was to criticize and fight against what is considered absolutely 

sacred and non-profaned in contemporary Western societies.  

Agamben is a radical and actively engaged left-wing critic of capitalism, 

who seeks precisely those places and mechanisms of functioning of sovereign 

power that are protected by it for the purpose of maintaining hierarchical 

divisions to keep society within safe control. The philosopher has already 

expressed his hostility to the modern economic system with its elements of 

consumerism, spectacularization, and commodification of desires many times. 

Thanks to the concept of profanation, he has managed to develop new critical 

tools, thanks to which he has not only broadened the analysis of logic on the free 

market, but has also found perspectives for emancipatory practices. 

Agamben’s criticism of capitalism seems to be most inspired by Walter 

Benjamin’s thought, to which he often returns in his works. In Profanations he 

referred to his publications, Capitalism as Religion (Benjamin, 1921), developing 

theses contained therein, using the concept of profanation (Agamben & Rueff, 

2006, p. 80). Capitalism, in his opinion, takes on the features of holiness and 

consumerism characterizes sacred processes, generating those that are subject to 

subjectivity, subject to their influence. Agamben writes about three characteristics 

of the capitalist religion. First of all, it is its completely ritualistic character with 

its rituals of trading goods, buying, selling, and desires, which are supposed to 

maintain a constant reproduction of free market logic and unceasing 
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consumerism.  

The second feature is associated with omnipresence and unceasing 

persistence. Driven by desire, consumption does not experience a moment of 

respite; access to buying and selling is not limited in time or space. Capitalism 

lasts always and without respite. The last feature in this process is the sense of 

guilt. In his opinion, agreeing here with Benjamin, capitalism is a religion that 

evokes a sense of guilt and spreads it globally. 

 

The capitalist cult is not directed toward redemption from or 

atonement for guilt, but toward guilt itself. Capitalism is probably 

the first instance of a cult that creates guilt, not atonement [...] A 

monstrous sense of guilt that knows no redemption becomes the 

cult, not to atone for this guilt but to make it universal ... and to 

once and for all include God in this guilt .... [God] is not dead; he 

has been incorporated into the destiny of man. […] Precisely 

because it strives with all its might not toward redemption but 

toward guilt, not toward hope but toward despair, capitalism as 

religion does not aim at the transformation of the world but at its 

destruction. And in our time its dominion is so complete that, 

according to Benjamin, even the three great prophets of modernity 

(Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud) conspire with it; they are, in some 

way, on the side of the religion of despair (Agamben & Rueff, 

2006, p. 80). 

 

Gesture and experience are activities that the philosopher analyses in 

terms of their collapse and loss in the age of modernity, ergo – the loss of their 

potentiality. Similarly, the figures of Homo Sacer and bare life are, from the point 

of view of modern authorities, pure subjects/objects that can be managed, 

deprived of rights and possibilities of action, taken out of the law and 

incorporated back into it on the basis of exclusion. A state of emergency, on the 

other hand, is a state of permanent control of potentiality and its exclusion from 

public space through the threat of physical violence and reduction of freedom. 

However, it would be scrupulously concealed in societies called democratic. 

In modern, late-modern (or postmodern) society, the aforementioned 
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concepts exist in blurring and subtle forms, knowing the power structure 

transformed into the form of biopolitics (or biopower). This allows political 

power to function more efficiently and on a wider scale, without changing their 

basic assumptions. The state of emergency is no longer an exception, because 

entering the structures of a democratic society can continue to be under the guise 

of the slogans of freedom, security and threat control. Biopolitical power 

structures govern the subjects from within, basing its mechanisms not so much on 

the precept and threat of violence (disciplinary regime) as on the consent of 

individuals and their illusory sense of freedom and democracy. The effectiveness 

of such a functioning logic of power makes it possible to better eliminate 

potentiality from human activity, as it takes place outside the sphere of 

consciousness and awareness.  

Blurring the visible, material boundaries between the space of power and 

the freedom taken away from a man, it makes it impossible to think of resistance, 

because it becomes increasingly difficult to invent a space in which potentiality 

could be realized. In addition, the apparatus of power is no longer something 

concentrated around specific institutions or political forces. In the era of a free-

market economy and democracy, power is dispersed and does not come solely 

from openly political institutions. It permeates the structures of public and private 

space on the part of media, culture, education, marketing – in a word, all possible 

areas of our everyday experience. 

 

3.5. History of lost gestures – the foundations for a new film 

philosophy 

 

In his text, Notes on Gestures (Agamben, 2008, p. 48-63), Agamben 

outlined first ideas on his new perspective on the philosophy of cinema, which 

directly stems from his earlier reflections on aesthetics, politics and ethics. 

Although he does not offer in this short text a clearly defined or finite model of 

film philosophy and his deliberations are rather causal and preliminary, he clearly 

indicates the direction in which he believes that thinking about film images 

should follow and how he sees cinema in its full, ethical and political potentials. 

This direction is determined, as is the case in most of his works, by the ethical 
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project of liberating humanity from the traps of modern apparatus and sovereign, 

modern biopower, which contributed to the decline of gesture and experience in 

the contemporary times (Agamben, 2008, p. 49). Referring to the gestures in 

terms of cinema and film images, in a broader sense Agamben’s concepts deal 

with the relationship between the subject and the mechanisms of power, and thus 

in no way diverges in his reflections on art from his typical critical and 

philosophical attitude, based on the study of dualities and oppositions. 

From the notion of gesture, the philosopher begins his observations on 

cinema and bases his model of film philosophy on it. By making an 

unambiguous, radical and at the same time pessimistic diagnosis of the loss of 

gestures by Western modern societies at the end of the 19th century, he tries to 

determine who or what is responsible for such a state of affairs and how it can be 

rectified and reversed. In a manner analogous to his previous analysis regarding 

the collapse of experience and the crisis in modern art, he determines the 

instances of knowledge and apparatus, the intention of which was to discredit and 

describe in detail human activity, in this case common everyday gestures and 

movements. 

As the first of knowledge discourses responsible for the loss of gestures, 

he mentions the medical one and its efforts to thoroughly describe, capture and 

divide the mechanisms of human movement into primary elements. Verbal 

description is neither authoritative nor in any way sufficient to grasp and define 

the mechanisms of the act of walking or of the movement of human limbs, hence 

the philosopher cites various scientific practices and attempts that were targeted 

to reduce gestures to imaginative, immovable and visual representations. 

Illustrating some examples of gesture analysis techniques that lead to the 

disintegration of gestures, he shows, just like Deleuze, how operations of 

intellectual understanding and naming delay the free flow of reality (whether 

virtual or free gestures). In this way, they introduce narratives of cause and effect, 

purposefulness, desire for order and knowledge, and divide it into the subjects 

and objects of knowledge. 

Georges Gilles de la Tourette, the famous French neurologist, carried out a 

scientific experiment to analyze and systematize the process of human walk and 

to specify its consecutive phases. The experiment consisted of imprinting 

patients’ feet on white paper in order to allow him to measure the steps and 
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analyze them for various measurable parameters. From today’s perspective this 

experiment may seem primitive and ineffective, nevertheless it was one of the 

first significant and scientific attempt to describe and understand human gestures 

for scientific and medical purposes.  

Further search for ways of immobilizing gestures and dividing motion into 

singular components led Agamben to the figure of Eadweard Muybridge, who 

photographed movement by means of coupled cameras. The aim of this technique 

was to extract static images of movement, which gave the possibility to observe 

its individual phases. Thanks to medical discourse, scientific experiments and 

photographic techniques, the gesture was captured and divided into static images. 

Then it was subjected to detailed analysis and interpretation. As a result, 

according to Agamben, gesture ceased to be just a simple, every day, natural 

human activity, free from naming and interpreting. Instead, it became an object of 

knowledge and power, an object of research and attempts to frame it into static, 

visible, definable forms of representation. It has also become a goal-oriented, 

purposeful activity (Agamben, 2008, p. 49-50).  

The philosopher’s analysis of the disintegration of gestures is one of the 

many symptoms for the collapse of subjects’ freedom and the strengthening 

process of sovereign power through the use of biopolitical mechanisms of 

governance and modern technology and science. He shows how the goal of 

biopolitical power has become to capture and seize the human body and its 

activity, starting from its elementary behaviors and the basic constituent units of 

behavior such as gestures.  

From these slightly cursory and very general deliberations on 

immobilization and collapse of gestures, Agamben has already moved directly to 

the field of cinema and reflection on its nature and essential practices. He pointed 

out in the introduction to the next chapter of his work that “in the cinema, a 

society that has lost its gestures tries at once to recover what it has lost and to 

record its loss” (Agamben, 2008, p. 52). The best proof of this claim can be 

found, in his opinion, in silent cinema, which, by operating primarily with 

movement, tries to bring back to humanity the lost gestures, taken away from it 

by medical discourse, photography and technology. Debord, whose films 

Agamben refers to, but also willingly used his theoretical reflections on the 

society of spectacle, often stressed the nature of this loss. Inspired by Marx’s 
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writings, he claimed: 

 

Though separated from what they produce, people nevertheless 

produce every detail of their world with ever increasing power. 

They thus also find themselves increasingly separated from that 

world. The closer their life comes to being their own creation, the 

more they are excluded from that life (Debord, 2016, p. 17). 

 

From a similar reasoning he also derived his thinking about Agamben’s 

image, finding its essence mainly in the gesture and on the level of ethics and 

politics. This means that the subjective perspective is a central starting point for 

his understanding of film images and the possibilities of its development. In this 

way he reversed Deleuze’s reasoning, who saw in cinema primarily images and 

subjects involved in film experience were images on a par with other images. 

This split between philosophers may have happened due to the difference in their 

understanding of the elementary components of images. While Deleuze was not 

interested in either subjective or historical aspect of images and the classification 

he made has universal and structuralist ambitions, Agamben believes that images 

exist only in history and only for and by man. In one of his lectures on the subject 

of cinema, he stressed this clearly: 

 

A man is the only creature who is interested in images as such. 

Animals are very interested in images, but only to the extent that 

they can be deceived. You can show an image of a female fish to a 

male fish, and it will ejaculate with semen, or you can show an 

image of another bird to a bird in order to catch it. You will 

deceive him. But when the animal realizes that it is an image, it 

stops interested in it completely. Thus, a person is an animal that is 

interested in images at the moment when he recognizes them as 

images. And that is why he is interested in painting and goes to the 

cinema. From our point of view, a man could be defined as the 

only animal that goes to the cinema. He is interested in images, 
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although he knows that they are not real creatures.8 

 

For Agamben, film images are an integral part of the images of modernity 

and cannot be separated from the socio-political context with particular emphasis 

on taking into account the mechanisms of power. Their status results from general 

trends in the development of art and society, and is a sign of separation and 

disintegration of the experience that accompanies it. The movement of images 

through the mechanism of cinematograph is, as it is constantly emphasized, the 

result of struggle against the loss of gesture in modern society, not the direct 

result of art development in its artistic dimension in conjunction with 

technologies that enable visibility and film projection. An image is first and 

foremost a gesture, not what directly constitutes its visual forms: 

 

Every image, in fact, is animated by an antinomic polarity: on the 

one hand, images are the reification and obliteration of a gesture (it 

is the imago as death mask or as symbol); on the other hand, they 

preserve the dynamis intact (as in Muybridge’s snapshots or in any 

sports photograph). The former corresponds to the recollection 

seized by voluntary memory, while the latter corresponds to the 

image flashing in the epiphany of involuntary memory. And while 

the former lives in magical isolation, the latter always refers 

beyond itself to a whole of which it is a part (Agamben, 2008, p. 

54). 

 

This is how cinema works. It immobilizes images in static frames of a film and 

then sets them in motion on the screen. This double movement, reminiscent of the 

double movement of sovereign power that was mentioned in relation to the 

concept of Homo Sacer, is according to Agamben the essence of cinema. In it too, 

the philosopher sees the emancipatory potential of film practices and the 

possibility of emergence of new cognitive, aesthetic and mental structures to 

rethink contemporary subjectivity. As it is gesture that establishes the status of 

 
8 The quotation derived from the text that is the transcript of a lecture given by Giorgio Agamben 

as a part of the seminar on Guy Debord accompanying the retrospective of his films, during the 

6th International Video Week in St-Gervais, Geneva, November 1995. 
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cinema, Agamben has changed the perspective of looking at the division of film 

images, as already signaled, from aesthetic to political and ethical: “because 

cinema has its center in the gesture and not in the image, it belongs essentially to 

the realm of ethics and politics. (And not simply to that of aesthetics)” (Agamben, 

2008, p. 55). 

In this way, he made a fundamental shift from Deleuze’s proposal, which 

he considers to be primarily aesthetic. For Agamben, gesture, without being 

synonymous with ordinary action or the production of something, is a starting 

point for understanding the meaning of film practices, which the philosopher 

combines with a critical attitude and political commitment. For a gesture, as he 

wrote:  

 

It is the process of making a means visible as such. It allows the 

emergence of the being-in-a-medium of human beings and thus it 

opens the ethical dimension for them. […] What characterizes 

gesture is that in it nothing is being produced or acted, but rather 

something is being endured and supported. The gesture, in other 

words, opens the sphere of ethos as the more proper sphere of that 

which is human (Agamben, 2008, p. 57-58). 

 

The moment of transition from the ordinary action [agere] to the act 

[azione] is therefore made in the analysis of effects and not of the forms in which 

they manifest themselves. Underlining the active character of gesture, not 

directed to the assumed final effect, Agamben returns in his deliberations to the 

category of means without end, which he evoked in his earlier works, especially 

in the context of profanation practices. A gesture is not meant to do anything but 

itself, while creation and execution always refers to some product of its activity. 

Thus, the authenticity of a gesture consists in being executed, without having to 

trigger any effects and produce anything. Adding purpose to gesture removes it 

from the present and situates it within temporal frames, where it starts to operate 

within dialectics of cause and effect, or in broader sense, dualistic relations as 

such.   

Once again, the identity of Agamben’s and Deleuze’s thoughts emerges 

here. Deleuze also sought (in experiences, philosophy, images) authenticity, lack 
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of mediation and being what it is (virtual). This can also be seen everywhere 

where both philosophers put in the foreground everything that is authentic, 

indivisible, not subject to the laws of dialectics. That is why Deleuze considered 

art as an act of creation rather than information, and philosophy as an art of 

concept creation rather than communication, reflection or contemplation. If we 

take a closer look, all of the above-mentioned concepts produce dialectic 

divisions, while the act of creation is an act in itself, not communicating anything 

(purposefully), not mediating anything, emphasizing the act of creation itself as 

its essence. Agamben made a direct reference to Deleuzian claim about art 

(cinema) as an act of resistance, in which he raised the issues of its essential role 

and the conditions of its possibility as an act of artistic (and critical) expression. 

 

Deleuze once said, in the context of cinema, that any act of creation is also 

an act of resistance. But what does it mean to resist? It means, above all, 

to have strength from the face of what exists, from the face of reality, to be 

stronger than the facts that exist. Every act of creation is also an act of 

thinking, and an act of thinking is a creative act, as thinking is defined 

primarily by its ability to reproduce reality.9 

 

Similarly, Agamben understands gesture in its directness and creative, 

unique character in opposition to creation as an act aimed at achieving some 

product, effect, benefit or purpose. The difference between these notions has 

already been addressed by Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle & 

Beresford, 2020), to which Agamben referred when developing his definition of 

potentiality. By offering definitions of creation and action, Aristotle contrasts 

them, followed by Agamben, precisely with regard to the category of purpose.  

 

Every craftsman loves his own work, {his own creation}, more 

than the work would love him back if it came to life. And it 

probably happens most of all with poets. They just adore their own 

poems and plays; love them like their own children. So, it seems 

that something similar is also going on with people who’ve helped 

 
9 G. Agamben, Transcript of the lecture…, op. cit.  
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out others. The person that they’ve helped is their creation, {their 

handiwork}. So, they love that work more than their work loves its 

creator. And the reason for that is that existence is something 

desirable for everyone; something we all love. But we exist by 

being actualized. By being alive and by doing. And a creator is 

actualized, so to speak, in his work. So, he loves his work because 

he loves existence. That’s natural. What he is in his capacities, his 

creation reveals and makes actual (Aristotle & Beresford, 2020, p. 

252). 

 

Gesture does not act as an intermediary between means and objectives, it does not 

seek to be transformed into actuality, and its consequence is no tangible product, 

defined and formulated as a substance. In order to be even better and more 

explicit about what gesture is for Agamben, he referred to the examples of dance 

as a free and purposeless movement. In this way he also summarized his approach 

to the figure of gesture: 

 

Finality without means is just as alienating as mediality that has 

meaning only with respect to an end. If dance is gesture, it is so, 

rather, because it is nothing more than the endurance and the 

exhibition of the media character of corporal movements. The 

gesture is the exhibition of a mediality: it is the process of making 

a means visible as such. It allows the emergence of the being-in-a-

medium of human beings and thus it opens the ethical dimension 

for them. […] The gesture is, in this sense, communication of a 

communicability. It has precisely nothing to say because what it 

shows is the being-in-language of human beings as pure mediality. 

However, because being-in-language is not something that could 

be said in sentences, the gesture is essentially always a gesture of 

not being able to figure something out in language; it is always a 

gag in the proper meaning of the term, indicating first of all 

something that could be put in your mouth to hinder speech, as 

well as in the sense of the actor’s improvisation meant to 

compensate a loss of memory or an inability to speak (Agamben, 
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2008, p. 57-58). 

 

From the reflection on gestures and the analysis of their disintegration, 

Agamben moves directly to the reflections on cinema, creating a bridge between 

the two lines of argument by referring to Guy Debord’s critical, experimental 

films. In his films Agamben found the artistic and aesthetic techniques that, in his 

opinion, constitute the essence of cinema and enable its full, free existence in the 

context of contemporary Western societies. 

 

3.6. Cinema of means without end 

 

Creating critical, intellectual and socially engaged films seems to be one 

of the most difficult type of artistic practice that remains on the borderline 

between art, politics and ethics. Thus understood, art balances between the 

aesthetic realm and the social and political contexts, being sensitive to the 

environment in which it is created and to the conditions of possibilities always 

resulting from the actual historical facts and events. They can be considered 

conscious, radical and subversive in their approach, actively and positively 

influencing the reality of their time, and not just commenting on selected areas of 

criticized reality in the form of a plot (Myer, 2011, p. 28-60). Therefore, 

practicing such art requires from artists not only the knowledge of the 

mechanisms of functioning regarding external world, but also the mastery in 

operating the film form. This is because it is supposed to serve not only as a tool 

for building a coherent narrative and aesthetically appealing story, but through the 

story and narrative, the critical potential of created film should be shown.  

Film-making defined in this way is rare for at least two reasons. Firstly, it 

requires the filmmaker to go beyond the defined role of an artist and to take a new 

approach to the processes of creating films in a non-cinematic way and in the 

constant process of developing the language of expression that is used to make a 

film. Filmmakers understood in this way cease to be merely artists creating 

autonomous worlds of the film universe, subordinating them to the plot and 

characters belonging to it. They enter into a lively relationship with the external 

reality that surrounds them and, at the level of overall formal organization of his 
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work, they create relationships and dependencies that link cinematic worlds to the 

criticized phenomena and critical concepts.  

Film practice understood in this manner requires from its creator not only 

a full engagement and commitment on many theoretical and practical levels: from 

understanding of social conditions, knowledge of the mechanisms of power, 

ability to perceive social and political divisions, to rethinking of the position and 

status of an artist, along with thinking about film images in a strictly aesthetic 

way. Such filmmakers are no longer just filmmakers, creators of separate, 

narrative film worlds, stories that are supposed to allow audience to forget about 

the reality around them. They become activists, critics, philosophers with a 

camera. If they want to influence their surroundings with the use of cinematic 

means of expression, they have to shift the focus of their work from creating 

narratively coherent and attractive content to the very formal dimension of image 

and undermine its “naturalness,” emphasizing the very process of 

communication, narration, storytelling. Instead of dragging the audience into the 

created story and involving it emotionally, they must shake them up and awaken 

from its cinematic dream.  

Here lays the second reason for the limited possibilities of dealing with 

truly revolutionary works and their low commercial potential. The difficulty of 

creating them and their creators’ undertaking the task of constantly entering into 

critical tensions with their environment is usually associated with reluctance on 

the audience side. This is due to a change in the ways of reception of films 

understood in the critical sense. Intellectual effort takes precedence here over 

following storylines, adventures and emotional involvement in the plot and the 

characters’ development. This is inscribed in the logic of critically conceived film 

images, which are supposed to precipitate the illusion, deconstruct its structure 

instead of creating it. 

Socially engaged films are not just for watching or experiencing. Neither 

do they show any ambition to be cherished by the senses, giving up more or less 

faithful reproduction, or improvement, of the reality being experienced. They do 

not want to fulfill the spectators’ desires or allow them to temporarily forget about 

the world they are experiencing, but they require them to work continuously and 

actively, which is not an easy task because it requires intellectual preparation, 

trained attention and knowledge of the critical potential of using the means of 
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film expression. Instead of pleasantly losing yourself in the fictional world of 

magical images and stories, the spectator is expected to discover the schemes and 

mechanisms that determine the stimulation of fiction – and not only that of film. 

This practice of watching requires from audience to be competent and to carefully 

follow the audiovisual message, which is not given to them directly in the image, 

even though it is contained within it. 

Because of their critical function, attitude, and areas of influence, socially 

engaged films also (or primarily) belong to the world of politics and ethics, which 

cannot be fully understood without an aesthetic dimension.10 Not focusing 

directly on the image and the narrative layers constructed by it, but also on the 

conditions of its creation and functioning, they reveal the elements that condition 

its existence in this form and not another. They refer to the invisible non-filmic 

contexts, complicate the act of seeing with social and political conditions that 

allow for perceptions, historicize the image, deprive it of neutrality and 

unambiguity, and finally show the spectators, through images, the mechanisms 

that govern their intellectual and emotional perception.  

The artistic practice understood in this way is close to the achievements of 

the French situationist, Guy Debord, one of the more radical representatives of 

avant-garde artists, involved in constructing critically engaged film essays. His 

film work has been used by Agamben to explain philosophical concepts about 

cinema and to show the potential of films for the creation of political and ethical 

images. On the example of Debord’s films, the philosopher also explained what 

the political potential of cinema is and how it can appear in film images. 

Agamben expressed his admiration for Debord’s committed work on 

many occasions, enthusiastically speaking about his theoretical output, dedicating 

his texts to him or directly referring to his achievements, not only in film area. 

The work that most fully addresses the related interests of both theorists and at 

the same time explains their similar thinking about film is Agamben’s short essay 

 
10 The area of issues concerning the relations between politics and art and their possibilities of 

meeting in the field of aesthetics is one of the main interests of Jacques Rancière, a philosopher 

whose thought is discussed in more detail in the next chapter. It is worth noting at this point the 

conceptual affinity of the Frenchman with Agamben’s thought analysed here, as it is based on the 

redefinition of aesthetics in terms of its inclusion in the conceptual triangle with politics and 

ethics. In a broad sense, Rancière has focused on rethinking the historically delineated divisions of 

art and forms of artistic practice and proposing their new conception in terms of the political 

division of the aesthetic field. 
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entitled Difference and Repetition. On Guy Debord’s Films (McDonough, 2004, 

p. 313-319). This publication is the basis for the analysis of the author’s large-

scale philosophical project Homo Sacer, explaining it through Debord’s artistic 

practice. In particular, two film examples will be discussed here, selected as 

arguably the most important ones in terms of their radical, editing techniques – 

Howls for Sade (1952) and The Society of the Spectacle (1973). Debord’s use of 

editing techniques and its ethical and political potentials were the basis for 

Agamben’s development of Deleuzian ideas on cinema into the cinema of images 

restoring gestures.  

 

3.7. Spectacle against Potentiality  

 

Debord presented the whole complex form and development of the society 

of late capitalism, deprived of a single center of power, within the concept of 

spectacle. The term refers mainly to aesthetic dimension of contemporary life 

forms of Western, modern societies, which obscures the underlying power 

structures. However, using this notion, the author of The Society of the Spectacle 

did not focus on the superficial aspect and the visual forms in which a spectacle is 

manifested and the mechanisms of power control them out of hiding. He analyzed 

primarily the social, political and economic conditions that have led to the large-

scale mobilization of aesthetic forms within everyday experience. Therefore, in 

order to analyze the spectacle, it is all the more necessary to go beyond the 

aesthetic layer of it in order to see the network of relationships, structures and 

contexts that produced it.  

The spectacle is a sensory mumbling performance, the task of which is to 

create an image that is effective enough in its presence to make it impossible for 

alternative forms of life to exist or even think about them (suspended 

potentiality). Therefore, it is the spectacle that operates with image, sound and 

event as the direct and closest to carnality and the senses forms that impose 

themselves with their presence in a way that effectively blocks the possibility of 

resistance before it can even be thought. Filling the space of everyday life with 

images, information, visual forms, entertainment, the spectacle simultaneously 

transforms the structures of human relations, subjecting them to the mechanisms 
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controlled by it. As Debord wrote:  

 

The spectacle is not a mere accumulation of images, but a social 

relationship between people mediated by images. The spectacle 

cannot be understood as a mere visual deception produced by 

mass-media technologies. It is a world view that has actually been 

materialised, a view of a world that has become objective. 

UNDERSTOOD IN its totality, the spectacle is both the result and 

the goal of the dominant mode of production. It is not a mere 

decoration added to the real world. It is the very heart of this real 

society’s unreality. In all of its particular manifestation’s news, 

propaganda, advertising, entertainment - the spectacle represents 

the dominant model of life. It is the omnipresent affirmation of the 

choices that have already been made in the sphere of production 

and in the consumption implied by that production. In both form 

and content, the spectacle serves as a total justification of the 

conditions and goals of the existing system. The spectacle also 

represents the constant presence of this justification since it 

monopolizes the majority of the time spent outside the production 

process (Debord, 2016, p. 6-7). 

 

The image alone is not a constitutive element of the spectacle, but is related to 

everything that enables the transformation of everyday experience. By creating 

aesthetic forms that mediate experience, the spectacle permeates the structures of 

language, imagination, perception, ways of spending free time, ordinary 

behaviour.  

Debord’s diagnoses and his criticism of the spectacle blend in with 

Agamben’s analysis of the collapse of gesture in modern society. Both 

philosophers derive their concepts from aesthetic observations and then delve into 

the genealogical study of hidden causes of what appears on the surface. While in 

Debord’s case the most distinctive influence is that of Marxism and Frankfurt 

School, Agamben is inspired in this respect mostly by Foucault’s genealogy 

project (Visker, 1995), Deleuze’s thought (both on cinema and in general) and 

Walter Benjamin’s broad critical theory. Nevertheless, their starting point and key 
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direction of thought seem to be fundamentally the same. This is clearly evident 

when their criticism of modern society uses a similar language. To illustrate this 

similarity, several excerpts from the Society of the Spectacle are cited below, 

which can be supported by Agamben with his reflections on the urgent need to 

activate potentiality as a force that can bring back a gesture lost by humanity in 

modernity: 

 

There can be no freedom apart from activity, and within the 

spectacle activity is nullified - all real activity having been forcibly 

channelled into the global construction of the spectacle. Thus, what 

is referred to as a „liberation from work,” namely the modern 

increase in leisure time, is neither a liberation of work itself nor a 

liberation from the world shaped by this kind of work. None of the 

activity stolen by work can be regained by submitting to what that 

work has produced (Debord, 2016, p. 15). 

 

The spectacle’s estrangement from the acting subject is expressed 

by the fact that the individual’s gestures are no longer his own; 

they are the gestures of someone else who represents them to him. 

The spectator does not feel at home anywhere, because the 

spectacle is everywhere (Debord, 2016, p. 16). 

 

In the spectacle’s basic practice of incorporating into itself all the 

fluid aspects of human activity so as to possess them in a 

congealed form, and of inverting living values into purely abstract 

values, we recognize our old enemy the commodity, which seems 

at first glance so trivial and obvious, yet which is actually so 

complex and full of metaphysical subtleties (Debord, 2016, p. 17). 

 

The above-mentioned fragments well reflect the mechanism of capturing human 

gestures, and then forging them into frozen forms for subjugation to the logic of 

spectacle and possibilities of its further reproduction. The “congealed forms” 

mentioned by Debord are nothing more than the experience of people, cleared of 

potentiality, to whom the spectacle imposes ready-made standards and patterns of 
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being in the world. Their vulgarly imposed aesthetic forms try to cover the whole 

area of experience in order to make sure that nothing more can be found beyond 

their reach. The gesture solidifies and freezes to stay asleep forever. 

Both Debord and Agamben tried to find an antidote to this destructive 

character of the spectacle in film images. Although at first glance it seems that 

cinema is a model example of spreading the power of spectacle and can best 

influence the individuals subjected to it with images, both thinkers saw the 

emancipatory potential in cinema, and above all in film form. According to them, 

film images can function in exactly the opposite logic to that of the spectacle, 

while at the same time using similar tricks of immobilizing the gesture and setting 

it in motion, restoring its potentiality. While Debord translates the critical 

possibilities of an image directly into the ground of film practice, Agamben 

develops them in just two short texts, one of which is particularly devoted to the 

author’s work on The Society of the Spectacle. 

 

3.8. Difference and repetition – power of montage, breaking the 

promises of images  

 

Taking the field of film practice into consideration, Agamben analyses 

Debord’s work in his text, looking for a new model of cinema that could help to 

restore gestures. His comments abound in previously constructed philosophical 

concepts, not only those directly related to film thought. Already at the beginning 

of Difference and Repetition: On Guy Debord’s films, he established his position 

as a critic, along with the range of concepts and methodology he could use in his 

analysis. He began by expressing his own view on Debord’s films, which he 

wanted to look at from the perspective of poetics, a certain strategy of resistance 

in movement, not a finished, ready-made artistic work. This attitude reflects his 

ideas on art as a gesture in the constant movement of becoming. Then he 

wondered why it was cinematic images that interested Debord more than many 

other available art forms. He sought answers in the relationship between cinema 

and history and in the historical aspect of an image. He wrote: 

 

the image in cinema—and not only in cinema, but in modern times 
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generally—is no longer something immobile. It is not an 

archetype, but nor is it something outside history: rather, it is a cut 

which itself is mobile, an image-movement, charged as such with a 

dynamic tension (McDonough, 2004, p. 314). 

 

In the quoted fragment, Agamben recalled the dependence of cinematic image on 

the historical moment that determines its status. He developed the historical 

perception of cinematic images, but not in their chronological order, but in the 

relation to messianic history (inspired by Benjamin’s thought). Thus, he returned 

to the previously undertaken themes of profanation and post-secular analysis of 

culture and society.  

Messianic history is distinguished by two basic determinants: salvation 

and purposefulness. Both of these elements are interconnected, as the teleology of 

Messianism is synonymous with waiting for salvation as the ultimate goal of 

history. Thus, the coming of the Messiah (the end of the world) is accomplished 

continuously because of its unpredictable moment. The unawareness of a moment 

of the end of the world makes the readiness for it must permeate the lives of 

individuals in their daily activities. This situation can be compared to Max 

Weber’s sociological analysis of the relationship between religion and capitalism 

(Weber & Swedberg, 2009) and Foucault’s understanding of modern surveillance 

apparatus (Foucault & Sheridan, 2020).  

The first of them examined the relationship between productivity in the 

age of capitalism and the ideology of the Protestant religion. The ethos of work 

and the accumulation of material goods, which distinguished Protestantism, was a 

part of the capitalist ideology, while providing salvation for individuals. 

Therefore, it was carried out in every activity of the believer who followed the 

determinants of religion, and thus secured it for himself already in his earthly 

activity.  

The mechanism of control and surveillance, allowed by modern 

technologies, which Foucault describes, is vastly similar. An example of this is 

the institution of a prison and its ideal realization, the Panopticon, or an ordinary 

surveillance camera installed in a public or private space. The essence of the 

functioning of technological devices (cameras, CCTV), the task of which is to 

supervise the behavior of observed units, is not a continuous observation, but the 
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lack of knowledge of people under surveillance regarding when they are being 

observed.  

The effect of invisibility with regard to the subject of vision is that the 

subject feels the need to behave continuously, as if the supervision is continuous 

and omnipresent. The unawareness of the exact moment of the second coming of 

Christ to Earth is based on the same logic. Without knowing the day or time, the 

believing individual must act according to the code of accepted religion, as if 

salvation could come at any time in order to secure salvation. This is what 

Agamben means when he writes that: “The Messiah has always already arrived; 

he is always already there. Each moment, each image is charged with history 

because it is the door through which the Messiah enters” (McDonough, 2004, p. 

315). This thought the philosopher transferred to his reflections on cinematic 

images, analyzing their messianic character in relation to Debord films.  

This “messianic situation of cinema,” Agamben finds in the specific role 

of montage. He initially reflects on the conditions created by montage techniques, 

calling them Kantian transcendentals; conditions of possibility (McDonough, 

2004, p. 315). He mentions two fundamental functions of montage that belong to 

these conditions: repetition and stoppage that Debord has rediscovered in his 

films (followed by Jean-Luc Godard). The philosopher summarized this in the 

following words: 

 

There’s no need to shoot film anymore, just to repeat and stop. 

That’s an epoch-making innovation in cinema. […] The 

compositional technique has not changed, it is still montage, but 

now montage comes to the forefront and is shown as such. That’s 

why one can consider that cinema enters a zone of indifference 

where all genres tend to coincide, documentary and narrative, 

reality and fiction. Cinema will now be made on the basis of 

images from cinema (McDonough, 2004, p. 315). 

 

Agamben then develops the understanding of the dominant role of 

montage, which in his opinion is based on capturing existing images, outlining 

the two aforementioned elements that determine it. First, it is a repetition. The 

philosopher understands it not as a return of the same, i.e., a re-recording in time 
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pre-existing actuality, but as a return of the potentiality of what was never 

actualized. Every realized actuality is no longer what it is in its material form. It 

contains an unrealized potential that remains suspended. Therefore, the return of 

realized actuality is not a return of the previously realized form, but of the whole 

realm of potentiality that this return brings with it. Agamben explained this 

complexity on the example of affinity of the notion of repetition to the ways 

through which human memory function. 

Memory does not consist in returning to the past, because it is impossible 

for the simple reason that the act of recalling what has passed does not directly 

translate into a substantial presence. Therefore, the past is never actualized, but 

selectively (and creatively) formed anew in an open, selective, subjective way. 

The messianic thinking about images and memory, which Agamben drew from 

Benjamin’s inspiration, returns at this point. He emphasizes the kinship of these 

concepts with the theological experience that “Benjamin saw in memory, when he 

said that memory makes the unfulfilled into the fulfilled, and the fulfilled into the 

unfulfilled. Memory is, so to speak, the organ of reality’s modalization; it is that 

which can transform the real into the possible and the possible into the real” 

(McDonough, 2004, p. 316). This is also where Agamben finds the definition of 

cinema in its essence. The most important thought that sums up his understanding 

of the essence of cinema and brings together previous theological remarks is 

contained in the following fragment: 

 

Doesn’t cinema always do just that, transform the real into the 

possible and the possible into the real? One can define the already-

seen as the fact of perceiving something present as though it had 

already been, and its converse as the fact of perceiving something 

that has already been as present. Cinema takes place in this zone of 

indifference. We then understand why work with images can have 

such a historical and messianic importance, because they are a way 

of projecting power and possibility toward that which is impossible 

by definition, toward the past. Thus, cinema does the opposite of 

the media. What is always given in the media is the fact, what was, 

without its possibility, its power: we are given a fact before which 

we are powerless. The media prefer a citizen who is indignant, but 
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powerless. That’s exactly the goal of the TV news. It’s the bad 

form of memory, the kind of memory that produces the man of 

ressentiment (McDonough, 2004, p. 316). 

 

Debord, in his critical films, used the techniques that are opposite to those 

used by information media and advertising. On the one hand, it was about 

restoring the very function of communication, by extracting it from the content of 

image with the use of stoppage and repetition it. In this way he disturbed the 

fluidity and linearity of the narrative, broke with the representative function of 

images and demolished the contexts in which they could begin to create meanings 

with other images in the act of their consecutive passage from one image to 

another. By changing the structure of formal layer of images, he also disturbed 

the very content of message, making the processes of projection and identification 

impossible for the audience. On the other hand, he opposed the function of 

referencing images beyond, creating emotional layers, suspense, announcing what 

is yet to happen, just to release the tensions, solving the action in the future.  

Information media, as well as advertising, create structures of everlasting 

desire and dissatisfaction by producing images and content that promise 

something they cannot and do not want to fulfill. What they promise is never in 

the image, but goes beyond. This strategy is supposed to maintain emotional 

tension, the persistence of desire, a sense of subjective absence, the need for 

consumption and dependence on sensual stimuli – shock, fear, desire, curiosity, 

aggression, surprise, disappointment. In this sense, the status of image in such 

practices is stretched out in the continuance of images that do not exist and that 

will never come.  

The opposite with regard to the logic of images that constantly reproduce 

desire (and thus create the position of spectator from above and manipulate his 

cognitive processes) is cinema without purposes; cinema of no means, which are 

enclosed in images that do not serve desire and do not promise fulfillment, as 

they are already complete and do not lack anything within what they show and in 

the function of self-referentiality. These are images beyond time, in which there is 

only the present and a free movement towards the future, not a predetermined 

pursuit of a certain goal, the fulfillment of promises of the narrative, the relieving 

of growing tension caused by the stimulation of the spectators’ emotions. 
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According to Agamben, this kind of cinema is truly political and liberating. Film 

images are not means to any purpose here (e.g., to solve a plot or create a desire 

for consumption), but they are also not purposing alone, deprived of means. 

Instead, they are what he calls purposeless means; pure self-communication, 

pointing to their own essence as a film medium and the processes that condition 

them. Just like dance, which is a pure exposition of the movement that becomes 

in the present and the body of dancer can only give itself completely to the 

process when it is not bound by mental processes or existence in time and 

purpose.  

That is why Agamben, in modernist and avant-garde cinema, sees in 

particular allies in the creation of critical art, restoring gestures and being a pure 

flow of purposeless means without end. Cinema is more than a narrative, classical 

cinema, it exposes the medium, its essence and the communication of 

communicativeness as such. Agamben found in Debord’s work a kind of 

cultivated art, which the situationist further radicalized to the extent that his films 

are maximally removed from the emotional layer, are on the verge of meaning, 

remaining avant-garde experiments, devoid of plot and linear narratives. 

 

3.9. Film experiments of restored gesture cinema  

 

Debord’s film strategy was to restore the repeated, found footage to its 

potential character and to open up to the realm of the indeterminacy between 

what is real (actualized) and what is possible (potential). Here he made a practical 

translation of the concept of difference in the way Deleuze, Nietzsche, 

Kierkegaard or Heidegger understood it before Agamben. In thinking about 

difference and opening up potentiality, Debord’s creative method is based, which 

can be described as found footage or détournement. It consists in creating a new 

whole, polemically referring to the previous meaning of the original, out of 

already created, properly selected archives. By means of the film medium and 

radicalized montage techniques, Debord has shown the ideology of a very formal 

layer of the image, indicating the places where the dominant authority reproduces 

social inequalities, legitimizes its discourse and divides the perceived space.  

It is similar to Agamben’s approach to the question of language, which 
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finds its essence and truth in the very aspect of communication, in referring to 

itself, to being a language. In the same way, Debord, by means of montage and 

compiling images, did not refer directly to their content, but at the intersection of 

two visual forms, verbal commenting of a still image and repetition of images of 

the past, he pointed to the very process of image production – aestheticizing the 

political or politicizing the aesthetic. These concepts have played an important 

role for Benjamin that is figure that connects Agamben and Debord and can serve 

as a useful source of information to extract the understanding of how art and 

politics are and have been combined in the history, especially in the last century.  

He treated Debord film making as a political practice that was supposed to 

bring about real social changes. He once expressed it with a statement: “The 

world has already been filmed, now it is about time changing it.” In his most 

characteristic film, The Society of the Spectacle from 1973, created on the basis of 

his own book, the author uses the above-described methods of repeating and 

stopping images to show the tendencies and contradictions of the political and 

economic system in which he lived.  

Acclaimed as the most politically radical film in history, Debord described 

The Society of the Spectacle as a subversive provocation, “the first ever screening 

of the theory in the history of cinema” (Debord, 2003, p. 5) which makes virulent 

social criticism and exposes the illusions of modern society. The found footage 

technique, characteristic of all Debord’s works, has been radicalized to the limits 

here. The filmmaker compiled images taken from TV commercials, posters, 

newspapers, advertisements, and then ridiculed them by placing them in a new 

context and discovering their hypocritical, illusionary character. He repeated 

images that already exist and are rooted in the cultural space in order to trigger 

the possibility of critically thinking about them anew, uprooting them from their 

naturalness and neutrality. He turned the spectacle against itself, using the images 

he produced and showing them in a new meaning, exposing the truth about them.  

The repetition alone is accompanied by a narrative commentary, thus the 

audience constantly has to find the places where a word and image merge, while 

searching for their relations and common existence. Debord gave instructions on 

how to perceive the compiled images in the first of his films, Howls for Sade 

(1952). It is probably not an abuse to describe this film as one of the most radical 

in history – as long as it can be called a film in the common, traditional sense of 
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the term.  

Completely devoid of image – a fundamental element of a film work – 

consists only of two visual components: black and white frames, appearing 

alternately. When the white color fills the screen, we hear a verbal commentary 

from behind the frame, consisting of literary quotations, excerpts from the civil 

code, or devoid of coherent syntax of sentences and words that do not form any 

narrative whole. When white is replaced by black, the voice is silent and the 

audience is confronted only with the sound void and visual darkness. This 

Dadaist film by Debord is compared with what Malevich wanted to achieve in 

painting or Joyce in literature, i.e., bringing art to its elementary components, 

constructing an artistic message consisting only of pure, binary oppositions – 

white/black, audible/unheard, visible/invisible, movement/stillness.  

However, there is something in this film that does not allow to think of it 

as a pure opposition of existence and non-existence or an attempt to auto-thematic 

focus of the film on means of expression at its disposal. Such an understanding is 

wrong, as shown by the example of Rancière’s interpretation of abstract modern 

art. As he explained, this is not about artistic autonomy and art’s reflection on 

itself, but about forms of rethinking the conditions of perception and political 

establishment of the aesthetic field. “Aesthetic autonomy is not the autonomy of a 

form of sensual experience. It is this experience that presents itself as the embryo 

of a new humanity, a new form of individual and collective life” (Durham, 

Gaonkar, & Rancière, 2019, p. 31). The concept of aesthetic autonomy is 

addressed in the following chapter, in which the philosophy of Rancière’s cinema 

is discussed in detail.  

The purity of art, both in Debord and for some modern artists, is 

ultimately not associated with separation, but with politicization. To understand 

this, it is enough to think of Debord using Agamben’s figure of repetition – the 

return of potentiality to the place of clotted form. Although the author of The 

Society of the Spectacle repeated during his debut film and alternately compiled a 

black (silent) and a white (speaking) image, each time they are meant to be 

something new and different. This is not just about their location in time, which is 

the basic difference of identity in the philosophical understanding of repetition, 

but about the complex structural relationship between pure images, in which their 

temporality (historicity) is inscribed. To isolate the two basic elements of vision – 
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the white nothingness and the black ubiquity – is to bring the film image to a 

binary structure, while paying attention to the inscribed relationship between the 

two poles. Debord went back to the beginnings of an image, repeating the 

moment of the birth of vision in order to trace the process of complication of pure 

visual forms. In this sense, it is not so much the isolation of elementary forms of 

vision that is important, as it is what happens as a result of the inclusion of pure 

forms in the interdependent relationship of co-occurrence.  

The image is always between the word and matter, the symbol and the 

thing, never reaching either the level of pure symbolic layer, or completely 

resembling material reality. This everlasting impurity will become a necessary 

element constituting cinema for Alain Badiou for example. In his critical attitude, 

Debord sought to reach the zero point of an image, the moment of its binding to 

the word, in order to trace in his subsequent films, the problem of isolation of the 

image in the society of the spectacle. Thus, he repeated the image of the 

beginning for the purpose of stopping it, and these punctuation procedures are 

related to his social criticism project. This is what the political nature of his films 

is all about.  

Therefore, it is impossible to separate the first montage strategy proposed 

by Agamben from the next one, strongly related to it and serving similar 

purposes. The second condition of the possibility of cinema montage, mentioned 

by the Italian philosopher, is stoppage. He calls it a “revolutionary break,” once 

again referring to Benjamin’s terminology. Agamben compares the very practice 

of stopping a cinematic image to poetry and its specific character, different from 

prose.  

The elements that definitely belong only to the world of poetry and which 

resemble film montage are caesura and metamorphosis. Both stylistic means are 

based on the introduction of a cut, suspension in the flow of words, where the 

caesura divides the verse and cuts the rhythmic foot, while the metastasis disturbs 

the syntax and its rhythm by transferring the word to another part of a poem. The 

effect of these operations is to introduce a divergence into the syntactic-

intonational structure, i.e., a shortcut between a word (its meaning) and a voice 

(the spoken sound).  

Gilles Deleuze had the same idea when he talked about Godard’s 

“stuttering” in relation to his television programs (Deleuze, 1995, p. 37-38), about 
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being a foreigner in his own language. In this stuttering, in the discrepancy 

between what is said with uncertainty in the voice and what one would like to say, 

lies the essence of suspension. It consists in indicating a moment of truth of 

language/image, which in turn is based on indicating the very aspect of language 

communication or image imagery. The caesura and the metaphors in poetry 

interrupt the syntax, and with this act of breaking a coherent, fluid rhythm, they 

indicate its meaning and point of formation. 

Debord’s poetics functions on the same basis. Its method of stopping 

images along with the constant flow of off-screen comments divergence between 

the image and its meaning. As Agamben said, “cinema, or at least a certain kind 

of cinema, is a prolonged hesitation between image and meaning. It is not merely 

a matter of a chronological pause, but rather a power of stoppage that works on 

the image itself, that pulls it away from the narrative power to exhibit it as such. It 

is in this sense that Debord in his films and Godard in his Histoire(s) both work 

with the power of stoppage. Therefore, the retention, present in Debord’s first two 

feature films, is inextricably linked to repetition, complementing the meaning and 

the purpose of both stylistic (and critical) means” (McDonough, 2004, p. 317). 

In Howls for Sade, the image is completely stopped, immobilized in the 

extreme of its visual possibilities. Deprived of movement and narration, it allows 

us to look at the beginnings that set the image in motion and began to construct its 

visual forms in relation to the word and forms that already belong to a defined 

universe of visibility. This point reveals the figure of Agambenian gesture and its 

loss, which Debord presented in The Society of the Spectacle by isolating images 

in a frame. Showing their cut-out character, he diagnosed the functioning of 

aesthetic forms of life within the spectacle. Speaking of fashion, entertainment or 

commodification, he referred to the process of capturing experience by the 

spectacle and subjugating forms of being in the world by the logic of aesthetics, 

which is governed by the market. The transition between the zero point of image 

and the commodification of life is here the same as Agamben does in his 

genealogies of modern art and his analyses of the fall of gesture in modernity.  

Repeating and stopping function in Debord’s work in an inseparable 

structure, complementing each other and formulating the conditions for the 

possibilities of montage technique he uses in his films. These two constitutive 

elements of montage are the antipodes between which an image is located, and 
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only in this way can it sustain its existence. On the one hand, the repetition is an 

infinite reproduction of outdated images, showing its unlimited potentiality; on 

the other hand, the retention is the zero point, which allows the image to be 

uprooted from its fixation in the duration actualized by the spectacle. Both editing 

practices are related to a profanation gesture as understood by Agamben and aim 

at regaining the fluidity of action and potentiality in what has been captured by 

the mechanisms of the spectacle’s logic. 
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CHAPTER 4 – AESTHETIC REGIME OF CINEMA – JACQUES RANCIÈRE 

AND HIS FILM FABLES 

 

4.1. Introduction 

 

The philosophical project of Jacques Rancière, another of the 

representatives of contemporary, critical film philosophy, is characterized by 

methodological consistency, both with regard to the topics and issues he discusses 

and the construction of the philosophical concepts he proposes. Although he 

would probably disagree with the reading of his overall philosophical project in 

the key of a coherent, linear progression, a retrospective look at his work allows 

to clearly outline the themes and concepts constantly present and methodically 

developed in his books. In studying the work of Jacques Rancière, attention must 

be paid to these constantly present and permeating relationships between the 

themes he addresses, concepts he creates and the overall mental project he 

develops systematically and consistently. His philosophy is also radically non-

hierarchical and disruptive in terms of disciplinary divisions, in which the most 

abstract concepts reveal their existence in the real world of material dependence, 

daily experience and human social activity. In this sense, he presents a great 

resemblance to Agamben, Deleuze and Badiou, who in the grand resemblance 

embrace the essence of philosophy.  

Rancière can be considered an erudite who freely and very creatively 

treats every subject he researches on, innovatively combining and reworking 

well-known and established ideas, methodologies and theories. At first glance, he 

seems to be a continuator of Marxism and post-structuralism, and it would seem 

that he could be classified as the spiritual heir to the French critical philosophy of 

the second half of the 20th century (represented by such philosophers as: 

Foucault, Deleuze, Derrida, Badiou or Lyotard). However, there are very 

important philosophical “rifts” in his work, which testify to his innovative 

philosophical method and his radical change of thought in relation to those 

followed by the philosophies of his “predecessors”. The understanding of this 

innovation, but also of the paradoxical simplicity and clarity of his project as a 
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whole, will become crucial in order to grasp the meaning and significance of his 

works, which concern the topics of art and cinema. As is the case with Agamben, 

Badiou and Deleuze, Rancière uses his previous philosophical reflections on 

subjects not directly related to cinema in order to show the analogies and 

convergence between the areas of knowledge, art and the experience of everyday 

life. Similarly, to the above-mentioned philosophers he also directly combines his 

thoughts on theory and history of art with cinema and theory of moving images. 

It is worth noting that his large-scale philosophical undertaking is 

characterized by Kantian ambition to take a holistic view on history with an 

attempt to synthesize and reconsider the boundaries between the ontological and 

epistemological dimensions. This, extremely difficult task, growing into an 

analysis of human activity in its broadest sense, Rancière undertakes in a two-

way direction process. Firstly, he focuses on a new reading of history (with its 

very definition and redefinition), which is reflected in the initiation of a critical 

and genealogical analysis of the historical mechanisms of conditioning and 

formation of socio-political divisions. In this perspective, he wrote his first 

important work, Proletarian Nights (Rancière, 2012) in which he thoroughly 

redefined the meaning and significance of the nineteenth-century revolution of 

French working-class laborer. This work is not only a historical reconstruction of 

the liberation movement, but above all it reveals the historical conditions that 

both allowed and led to it. These possibilities concerned the conscious 

reorganization of space and free time by the workers in such a way as to generate 

opportunities to build conditions, educate themselves and reflect on how to plan 

and carry out a successful revolution. 

 

In this book I presented anew the birth of the so-called workers’ 

movement, but this time as an aesthetic movement: as an attempt to 

reconfigure the division of time and place within which the practice 

of work was shaped, and which at the same time shaped the whole set 

of relations. These were the relations between the practice of workers 

– located in a private space and in a certain temporal alternation 

between work and rest – and a form of visibility that was equivalent 

to their invisibility in the public sphere (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, 

p. 38). 
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This aspect of the existing social divisions and their consequences in the 

life of individuals is also a second direction of Rancière’s thought. By studying 

the historical events and phenomena of politics, religion or art in their particular 

contexts and concrete political conditions, he reflects on the ways to transcend 

them, and thus on the possibilities to initiate emancipatory changes that can be 

born in practice through a proper prior theoretical reflection and preparation. The 

analysis of historical conditions regarding the possibilities of emancipation leads 

him to its contemporary definition, related to an attempt of rethinking the 

historical concept and to reflect on the possibility of initiating new conditions of 

the organization of life in its fundamental dimensions – spatial and temporal.  

These reflections thus lead him increasingly to reflect on the aesthetic 

dimension of politics and the political dimension of aesthetics as the fundamental 

dimensions of human existence. The potential of philosophy (but also of art), 

which has the ambition to initiate changes in material reality, depends on the 

philosopher’s opinion on the effectiveness of these two stages: “to tear social 

matters out of the representational regime, out of the representational 

combinations of causes and effects, and to convert them into an «aesthetic» 

regime – it is a question of changes in perception” (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 

39). To put it differently, it is about the negation (just like the Agamben act of 

profanity) of the existing configurations of knowledge and power in society that 

establish the conditions for representation and opening up to new possibilities of 

aesthetic transformation of life and consciousness that would open perspectives of 

freedom, equality, community. Rancière’s project is as ambitious as that of 

Agamben’s. There is also a similarity between them in terms of their 

philosophical stakes and general objectives, both of which focus on the concepts 

of community, freedom, societies emancipated from modern, power structures.  

Already in his first philosophical works, Rancière has consolidated his 

thinking stances and perspectives on the addressed subjects. The most important 

of these for the theme of cinema will prove to be thoughts on how to combine the 

political with aesthetic elements (visuality, sensuality, matter) and the 

philosophical with the practice and experience of art. Also important for the 

philosopher will turn out to be the movement of going beyond the dialectic 
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understanding of opposites and searching both in pairs of notions (art-politics, 

cinema-philosophy, theory-practice, aesthetics-politics, etc.) and historically 

existing divisions in the knowledge of community areas, allowing to look at the 

divisions from the perspective of identical elements and allowing for relational 

co-creation of concepts.  

If we want to summarize in one sentence the essence of Rancière’s project 

and to set out one guiding idea that he has followed since the beginning of his 

academic career, we can find it at the intersection of three concepts: politics, 

aesthetics and ethic. These overarching ideas are developed into a number of 

issues, concerned around such topics as: conceiving unconditional equality, 

abolishing existing hierarchical divisions in the world, and proposing new 

opportunities for individuals, societies, experiences that would be free from 

predetermined and imposed structures. Therefore, it is worth to remember, from 

the perspective of considering Rancière as a philosopher of cinema, that he is 

above all a philosopher of equality and unconditional freedom, who also seeks in 

works of art new possibilities of sharing senses, matter and perception. All of his 

most important concepts, analyses and ideas, which he developed in his earlier 

works in relation to the concept of unconditional equality, will also be reflected in 

his way of thinking about cinema and its relation to philosophy and emancipation. 

Rancière’s trajectory of thought goes from politics to aesthetics, and it is 

important to note that he does not make any transition in his areas of knowledge 

from the analysis of power mechanisms to the reflection on what is aesthetic or 

artistic. There are no breaks in this transition, which must be understood in two 

respects. First, there is a clear affinity between the analysis of liberating workers’ 

movement contained in the Proletarians Night and the subsequent works on art, 

image, and cinema, resulting from the existence of an inseparable relationship 

between the field of politics and aesthetics. Secondly, there is no single, clear 

boundary between what is political and what is aesthetic at the level of their 

definitions. Not only do they contain each other, but they constitute within 

themselves an irremovable core that constitutes the possibility of their existence 

in opposition and an irremovable contradiction. The philosopher summarizes his 

approach as follows: 

 

I am not a philosopher who has gone from politics to aesthetics, from 
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the old liberation movements to contemporary art. I have always 

wanted to question the generalizing way of thinking which is based 

on the assumption of the existence of historical necessity. In the 1970s 

I conducted research on workers’ archives from the early 19th century 

because the May 1968 movement highlighted the gap between Marx’s 

theory and the complex history of actual forms of workers’ 

emancipation. I was concerned to oppose, on the one hand, the return 

to Marxist orthodoxy and, on the other, the annihilation of the very 

thought of worker emancipation under the guise of Marxism 

criticism. Then I began to take an interest in contemporary art, 

because the interpretation of 20th century artistic movements was also 

subject to historical manipulation. […] It is always about the same 

process: using certain epochs and great historical breaks to create 

prohibitions. In opposing this phenomenon, my work has always been 

of the same nature, regardless of whether I was dealing with the 

workers’ past or the present of art: it was about breaking the great 

divisions – science and ideology, high culture and popular culture, 

representational and non-representational, modernity and post-

modernity, etc. – it was about confronting the so-called historical 

necessity with the topography presenting the arrangement of 

possibilities with the perception of many varieties and movements 

that create forms of political empowerment and artistic invention. […] 

However, more than politics or art, I am interested in the way the 

boundaries defining certain practices as artistic or political are drawn 

and transformed. (Rancière, Žižek, & Rockhill, 2007, p. 147-148). 

 

 

Taking Kantian definition of aesthetics as a fundamental temporal and 

spatial dimension, a priori conditioning cognition and experience, it is from this 

definition that Rancière derives and focuses the core of all political 

considerations. In the key of political and political understanding of aesthetics, he 

will understand cinema as a medium that not only creates stories, fables and 

narratives, but is a political tool because it operates in space and time as the 

fundamental aesthetic categories that condition cognition and experience, both 
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cinematic one and every day in the material world. As he puts it in relation to the 

essence of his entire project, in cinema he is not interested in the political or 

artistic dimension of films, the political aspect of themes, artists or plots, but in 

how the divisions within the aesthetic layer of films are defined and reconfigured, 

which testify to their political potential – artistic, emancipatory, subversive. 

Each of Rancière’s works fits into this aesthetic-politics dialectic (if we 

can name it that way), while at the same time problematizing its very 

understanding, which in the history of humanities has caused many 

misunderstandings and conflicts over how to define its individual components. It 

has also contributed to the consolidation of common divisions in art, its history 

and thinking about it. This also applies directly to the subject of cinema, its 

history and the classification of its genres. In this chapter, taking a closer look at 

the Rancière’s philosophical-film thought, it will be written into the previously 

outlined contextual frame and the philosophical sources from which it derives. On 

the one hand, by the term “philosophical sources” I have in mind a peculiarly 

redefined set of terms such as politics, aesthetics, art, regimes, equality or history.  

On the other hand, directly drawn inspirations from the thoughts of other 

philosophers, especially Jean Epstein and Gilles Deleuze, whom Rancière reads 

in a new interpretation, which is in line with the new understanding of boundaries 

and connections between politics and aesthetics. Therefore, let’s first of all deal 

with a more precise understanding of the key triad of the concepts: politics – 

ethics – aesthetics, within which it will be easier to navigate the issues related to 

the field of art and cinema. 

 

4.2. Ethics, politics, aesthetics 

 

Rancière’s aforementioned bidirectional analysis always forms an 

inseparable link with three key concepts in his philosophical concepts: politics, 

aesthetics and ethics. This conceptual triangle forms the basic structure of his 

thought and the particular analyses of art, culture and politics are directly affected 

by the consequences of the ways the philosopher understands the three key 

concepts. In his books, he, above all, problematizes and builds the definitions of 

the first two mentioned terms. However, it is worth to emphasize that the whole 
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output of his work is patronized by the constantly present ethical idea of 

rebuilding the communal existence of people in the aspect of equality and justice 

not subject to top-down conditionality (non-hierarchical equality). 

Wherever he addresses the subject of human emancipation from the 

mechanisms of subjugation, the ultimate goal is the possibility of a free and 

dissensual11 production of community and society. The understanding of 

historical mechanisms of politicization and the liberation of life from the fetters 

of dominant power, either political or market, is in this sense a fundamental issue 

for him. By dedicating himself to it, Rancière simultaneously constructs his own 

set of concepts, in which key terms such as politics, aesthetics or art acquire new 

meanings and connections between each other. 

In the fundamental book The Politics of Aesthetics which sums up the 

overall trajectory of his research, Rancière emphasizes that he has never moved 

from the political to the aesthetic field in his philosophical deliberations, and thus 

he cannot be called more a philosopher of politics than a philosopher of art 

(Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 12-20). To refer to phases, shifts or breaks in his 

case is a misunderstanding, as he focuses in his work on the problematization of 

conceptual dialectics, which is always somehow false, considering that concepts 

are never exactly opposite to each other. What has always interested him is to try 

to transform the categories by which we understand the state of politics and the 

state of art and by which we understand their genealogy (Rancière & Rockhill, 

2019, p. 50-53). Rancière’s project, before he can face the problem of political 

and aesthetic impact of the image/cinema and its power to produce equality, he 

must rework the statuses of very concepts that will serve as a set of philosophical 

tools. Therefore, before addressing the theme of cinema, image, and art, it is 

necessary to clarify this particular relationship between politics and aesthetics that 

 
11  From the French dissensus, it is a (meta)political term used by Rancière for a proper 

understanding of building democratic communities. The dissensus aims to discover the real 

source of social inequality and to propose a new organization of reality so that conflicts can be 

better understood and resolved. The counterweight to the notion of dissensus is the consensus 

that the philosopher understands as a political game of sustaining socio-political conflicts in 

such a way that the appearance of resolving them can legitimize the effectiveness of authority 

and give material evidence of its continuing effectiveness. In the world of politics, this is best 

seen in the rhetoric of politicians who establish their ideological, ethical and political position 

not in an attempt to find the real sources of problems, but in relation to opposition parties, 

against whom it is easier to create an ideally coherent political image and conflict. In this way 

the conflict is never to be solved, but constantly reproduced for the purpose of sustaining 

authority and its image. (Rancière, 2008, p. 95-123).  
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underlies the redefinition of all the issues and topics that Rancière discusses.  

Politics – one of the basic concepts in his philosophical vocabulary – is 

not simply a field of direct power, nor of the legitimacy of laws and principles of 

actual, physical violence. It is a (re)configuration of the most elementary material 

and cognitive forms that mediate and condition human experience and thinking 

(Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, 89). Therefore, what Rancière understands by 

politics is not so much an active exercise of power or a set of techniques and 

practices of government as a way of appropriately allocating, from above, the 

space occupied by people and the division of time. The essence of political 

mechanisms, in fact, is to manage the material parameters of the lives of 

individuals and groups in such a way that actual intervention is as limited as 

possible or does not have to take place at all. 

 

In fact, politics is not a government or power struggle. Rather, it is a 

configuration of a specific space, a division of particular sphere of 

experience, objects treated as common and relevant for making a 

common decision, entities recognized and capable of defining these 

objects and arguments in their case. […] Politics consists in 

reconfiguring the distribution of the sensible defining what is common 

to a given community, in introducing new subjects and objects there, 

in making visible what was not visible, and in presenting those who 

were perceived as noisy animals as speaking beings (Rancière, Žižek, 

& Rockhill, 2007, p. 24-25). 

 

This also reveals Rancière’s aesthetic understanding of politics, which on the one 

hand concerns what is visible and perceivable, and on the other hand, the 

discursive nature of visibility itself – the management of ways in which visibility 

is made possible and experienced by the spectators. “Politics is about what we see 

and what we can say about it, about who is competent to see and predisposed to 

speak, and how we occupy space or have time” (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 

183). 

 

Political mechanisms operate on two interconnected levels – material and 

sensual-discursive. They can be compared to Marxist notions of structure and 



199 

 

superstructure but without separating them from each other in their definitions. 

The first of them concerns the pre-established configuration of space and time, 

which are given to the individuals of society in a direct way. They refer to the 

physical reality and decide who, when and how can populate it according to the 

law, conventions or social rules. The second is its derivative and determines the 

discursive or perceptual capabilities of individuals who have been subject to 

material constraints. In simple terms, this level concerns the ways of being and 

experiencing reality, which according to political mechanisms should go hand in 

hand with a fixed division of space and time in their public and private nature.  

This is what the inseparability of politics and aesthetics and their co-

creation is. Politics as a practice of governance and law enforcement can only 

function effectively if a symbolic set of rules of conduct, prohibitions, and 

permissions coincides with the way the aesthetic field is organized, which 

subjects experience and through which they understand, feel, and name reality. In 

addressing the subject of art, Rancière transposes his political and aesthetic 

considerations into that field, by further enriching it with a new understanding of 

both contemporary art and the history of its aesthetic status (and hence, at the 

dawn of political divisions). 

The key issue that will concern him in the case of cinema is its productive 

power and emancipatory potential, which is directly related to the political 

potential of images that he connects with the aspect of desire. What is political in 

relation to cinema will be understood by him in terms of a break with the 

dominant patterns of representation, and thus will be the power of aesthetic 

liberation from fiction and representation – in relation to both film genres, stories 

or narratives (the level of film fable) and the history of discourse about cinema, 

which appears in the form of a specific plot (the level of film history, understood 

as an evolution of film forms of expression, the progress of film language, 

changing styles, etc.). 

 

4.3. Art as a distribution of the sensible – three regimes of art 

 

The explanation of the relationships between politics and aesthetics, 

which Rancière proposes, will bring better results if provided with the support of 
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the concrete examples that will gradually bring us closer to cinema. The 

philosopher’s subsequent works, such as: The Politics of Aesthetics: The 

Distribution of the Sensible (2004), The Future of the Image (2007), The 

Emancipated Spectator (2010), Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics (2010) are 

already entering fully into the subject of art, its new definitions and redefinitions 

of its history. In a similar gesture of searching for new divisions and connections 

in knowledge, Rancière emphasizes the need to propose a new definition of art in 

its political connections and to reject the historical divisions that have so far 

established ways of organizing and understanding it. Above all, he assumes that 

art “is not a common concept that unites the various arts. Rather, it is an 

assumption [dispositif] that makes them visible. […] Art, in the singular form, 

describes the distribution of perceptible space by which artworks are identified as 

such. What in turn associates artistic practices with the problem of community is 

at the same time the material and symbolic creation of a specific space-time 

continuum that suspends ordinary forms of sensory experience” (Rancière & 

Rockhill, 2019, p. 24). 

This aspect of making visible what has previously been hidden leads to 

the rewriting of art history with its divisions into already established forms, trends 

and styles. The consequence of this is the abolition of borders and the proposal of 

a new conceptual map for the understanding of works of art in the context of 

relationships with politics and ethics and not in terms of the historical labels. In 

this sense, the categorization of art into periods in history (Romanticism, 

Modernism, Postmodernism, Classicism, etc.), is primarily the result of a 

chronological and dialectical order (descriptive narrative), but it does not 

contribute to a better understanding of how concrete works of art interact in a 

political way and what is their meaning in the process of exposing visibility, 

knowledge, senses, perception. In order to propose a new framework for the 

understanding of art, Rancière introduces the notion of “distribution of the 

sensible” and rewrites the whole art history in the key of three regimes of its 

existence.  

In the concept of distribution of the sensible (Le partage du sensible), 

Rancière includes both the aspect of distribution, delineation and sharing. 

Sensible, on the other hand, refers to the entirety of human cognitive abilities, 

which include sensual, mental and emotional cognition.  
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I call the distribution of the sensible the system of self-evident 

facts of sense perception that simultaneously discloses the 

existence of something in common and the delimitations that 

define the respective parts and positions within it.5 A distribution 

of the sensible therefore establishes at one and the same time 

something common that is shared and exclusive parts. This 

apportionment of parts and positions is based on a distribution of 

spaces, times, and forms of activity that determines the very 

manner in which something in common lends itself to participation 

and in what way various individuals have a part in this distribution 

(Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 24). 

 

 

The task of the art, which Rancière prefers the most, is to distribute the 

field of perception in this exact way. Therefore, it should contribute both to the 

denial and redefinition of divisions and to the designation of areas for sharing by 

the individuals experiencing it. The art understood in this way (which the 

philosopher will call the art of aesthetic regime) concerns in the most general 

dimension the ways in which objects exist, their perception and the proposal of 

new spatial and temporal configurations that are populated by the audience and 

their senses. This field of existence, common to every kind of art, is a place that 

connects it with the problem of community building and the moment of its 

political involvement.  

By establishing a general definition of art in its potential to interfere with 

the spatial and temporal order and its ability to suspend and share the daily 

sensory experience, Rancière distinguishes three possible regimes of its 

identification. These are intended to replace the historical divisions of art, which 

are based on the linear development of artistic forms and on the delimited 

definitions. The aim of proposing a new understanding of art in its historical 

existence is to rethink and bring out its political capital, which has been 

obliterated in an adopted nomenclature based on binary oppositions (modernism – 

postmodernism, high art – popular art). By introducing the three regimes, 

Rancière rethinks the conditions under which art can exist and define the 
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categories that allow to identify an object as a work of art and determine its 

functions and potentials in relation to external contexts (political, religious, 

ethical, cultural, institutional, etc.). By extracting their meanings separately, it is 

possible to try to reread the history of cinema and classify specific films, artistic 

treatments or film genres into a new definition of the history of art that Rancière 

proposes. 

 

4.4. Between science and play – the ethical regime of art 

 

Rancière proposes to capture the broad meaning and general specificity of 

art in three historically evolving and overlapping regimes, which he calls ethical, 

representational (or poetic) and aesthetic (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 32-42). 

The first one is the ethical regime, which as such does not yet belong to the field 

of art, does not create autonomous definitions, although it does announce the 

possibility of separating from the broad area of human activity and forming a 

practice of producing objects of an artistic nature. In this regime, art does not 

exist in its autonomy as such, but is strongly dependent on contexts and external 

power structures, above all on the categories of truth and goodness that are 

imposed upon it by the authorities (religion, law, state). In the ethical regime, the 

produced object is acceptable as art (understood at this stage as craftsmanship) as 

long as its form and content do not interfere with the social imagination of an idea 

it represents and as long as it does not violate a generally accepted code of ethics. 

Examples of works of art in the ethical regime are paintings, monuments, 

sculptures, representing religious figures or deities that are acceptable or imposed 

by religious institutions. Top-down rules that set the boundaries of what and how 

can be represented in aesthetic forms limit the possibilities of imagination and 

artistic creation to create representations only as established and accepted, so that 

the power status of an institution that sets the rules is not compromised. 

At this stage of art evolution, it is difficult to discuss creative artistic 

creation because the objects of its work are the results of what can be thought, 

shown, and what can be accepted in the dominant social order. Art has its purpose 

here that goes beyond aesthetic field and enters power structures. In other words, 

there is no art as a separate field of human activity here, but there are arts that 
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work closely with the political (as well as religious, economic or moral) order, 

being its extension and directly derive from it. An actual art is only just at the 

beginning of existence in the ethical regime. It only starts to acquire its own 

identity and autonomy through learning its possibilities, defining itself in the act 

of resistance and assimilating artistic practices that will then serve to codify its 

distinct, autonomous language. The ethical regime can also be understood as the 

Platonic perception of a social organization in which artists do not deserve 

recognition because they are only concerned with imitating the reality that alone 

obscures the world of ideas. Thus, by practicing art, they are engaged in 

reproducing illusions, copying what is already an incompetent and imperfect 

copy. 

 

First of all, what I propose to call an ethical regime of images. In 

this regime, ‘art’ is not identified as such but is subsumed under 

the question of images. As a specific type of entity, images are the 

object of a twofold question: the question of their origin (and 

consequently their truth content) and the question of their end or 

purpose, the uses they are put to and the effects they result in. The 

question of images of the divine and the right to produce such 

images or the ban placed on them falls within this regime, as well 

as the question of the status and signification of the images 

produced. The entire Platonic polemic against the simulacra of 

painting, poems, and the stage also falls within this regime. […] In 

this regime, it is a matter of knowing in what way images’ mode of 

being affects the ethos, the mode of being of individuals and 

communities. This question prevents ‘art’ from individualizing 

itself as such (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 32-33).   

 

  

The images in the ethical regime are beginning to divide the social order, 

making room for the possibility of future, separate artistic practice. In this regime, 

which justifies the status of the image, the guiding discourse is the ethical 

discourse and the two essential tasks that images have to fulfil to legitimize their 

presence in social reality. These are questions about the relation of images to what 
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they represent (and has the possibility and permission to represent) as well as its 

utilitarian functions, i.e., what is their existence supposed to serve to society? In 

the same way, as expressed by Rancière, through his disagreement with the 

recognition of ethical order as a field of art, the first stage of producing moving 

images in the history of cinema can be treated as not yet constituting a practice 

that can be considered as film art but being subjected to numerous operations and 

contexts that first rule the ways film appear to exist.  

In the general opinion of cinema historians, there has been a major 

division within the field of film aesthetics into those filmmakers (and 

theoreticians) who believe in the reality and those who believe in the image 

(Bazin, Gray, Renoir, & Truffaut, 2005, p 24). The first ones follow the path of 

Lumière brothers, considering film as a reproduction of material reality as an 

overriding artistic principle. The latter ones, on the other hand, are the spiritual 

heirs of Georges Méliès and the belief that cinema has the ability to freely exceed 

the rules that govern the organization and experience of the physical world. 

However, this division can be easily overcome by recognizing that both the 

inventors of cinematography and the first prestidigitator of cinema were primarily 

interested in the film medium, and that recognizing them as precursors of two 

opposing aesthetics in cinema is something secondary and redundant. Moreover, 

there will never be one satisfactory definition of cinema in relation to either 

reality and fiction, simply because cinema operates at the intersection of both 

realms and it does not simply reproduce them but also co-creates them and 

change our subjective experiences of them. 

The reproduction of reality in the films of Lumière brothers and the 

creation of the world of unreal, imaginative fiction in the films by Georges Méliès 

films were not the ultimate goals of their practices or the result of reflections on 

the essence of film practice, but rather a visual documentation of the technical 

capabilities of film medium. In none of the above cases we may speak of a fully 

formed cinema, but rather of pioneering movements that initiate the new visually 

directed experience in the area of what, in Rancière’s words, makes up the 

perceived dimension. The very moment of the distribution of the sensible, 

establishment of the boundaries of a film screen along with what is possible to 

show in its frames, as well as what would testify to the birth of a new experience 

in the social field is a moment which provides the birth of cinema with conditions 
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of possibility for its development, but does not yet as such constitute its essence.  

This early autotelicity in the production of two emblematic figures in the 

history of cinema can be combined into one and attempted in the first formal and 

technical experiment in cinema. This experiment would be characterized 

primarily by the notion of ethics and would ask the first questions about what the 

moving images can become for social experience, where do they come from and 

what their vocation can be? The reason why we cannot yet discuss cinema at this 

historical stage is the answer to these ethical questions by its precursors. Lumière 

brothers have advocated the scientific use of the cinematograph and, despite the 

short stories they present in their films, they have never consciously gone beyond 

scientific functions and interest in technology.  

Méliès, in turn, focused on the new invention, treating it mainly as a toy 

and a medium capable of creating unreal worlds and magic tricks. He focused 

primarily on experimenting with the film strip, looking for the possibility of its 

unusual use and manipulation of the images, thus taking as his main goal the 

production of magical worlds that break with the principles that govern the 

experienced reality. However, his awareness of the possibilities offered by the 

cinematographer, increased than that of Lumière brothers. Nevertheless, it was 

not yet due to the need for a fully conscious artistic expression, but it was the 

practice of an illusionist who wanted to astonish the audiences and make them 

feel stunned by the unbelievable and uncommonness of the created images.  

In other words, referring to cinema as art, it could not yet develop at this 

stage because the creative practices were not aimed at defining autonomous forms 

and means of cinematic expression. They were more of the aftermath of thinking 

about film in relation to science, fun, illusion, or as an extension of the 

prestidigitation practice. The incorporation of a new field of creativity such as 

cinema into the scientific paradigm or field of another artistic discipline 

prevented the birth of new art and its acquisition of an independent, separate 

identity. This happened only within the next regime, the representational (or 

poetic) one, which denied hierarchical relations and enabled the autonomy of art 

by defining its individual identity characteristics. 
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4.5. The birth of art film in the representational regime 

 

Rancière called the next regime of his triad a representational one. It breaks 

with the ethical categories, the hierarchy of dependence and relatively dissociates 

from external conditions, transferring the artistic practice to an already distinct 

field of art, in which established principles of representation and conduct rule. A 

work of art can only exist here if it meets top-down imposed criteria and follows 

the determinants of artistic conventions. Rancière calls this regime of 

identification a representational or poetic in the sense of production (from the 

word poesis). It derives from an understanding of art in the Aristotelian model, in 

which the overriding category is mimesis. It is based on faithful imitation, which 

does not involve copying the world, but following the formal determinants that 

define the only proper ways in which art exists. In this regime, art focuses on 

itself, codifies its language and establishes hierarchies of permitted subjects and 

means of artistic expression that suit them. 

 

The poetic – or representative – regime of the arts breaks away 

from the ethical regime of images. It identifies the substance of 

art – or rather of the arts – in the couple poie-is/mime-sis. The 

mimetic principle is not at its core a normative principle stating 

that art must make copies resembling their models. […] I call this 

regime poetic in the sense that it identifies the arts – what the 

Classical Age would later call the ‘fine arts’ – within a 

classification of ways of doing and making, and it consequently 

defines proper ways of doing and making as well as means of 

assessing imitations. I call it representative insofar as it is the 

notion of representation or mime-sis that organizes these ways of 

doing, making, seeing, and judging. Once again, however, mime-

sis is not the law that brings the arts under the yoke of 

resemblance. It is first of all a fold in the distribution of ways of 

doing and making as well as in social occupations, a fold that 

renders the arts visible. It is not an artistic process but a regime of 

visibility regarding the arts. A regime of visibility is at once what 
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renders the arts autonomous and also what links this autonomy to a 

general order of occupations and ways of doing and making. […] 

The representative primacy of action over characters or of 

narration over description, the hierarchy of genres according to the 

dignity of their subject matter, and the very primacy of the art of 

speaking, of speech in actuality, all of these element’s figure into 

an analogy with a fully hierarchical vision of the community 

(Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 33-34). 

 

While in the ethical order, the first creators of moving images focused on 

the question of what ethical vocation the invention of a cinematograph entails and 

how to deal with it within the image, in this case cinema as a nascent art is 

already being dealt with. The films of David Wark Griffith can be regarded as a 

symbolic moment of the birth of film as an independent art, i.e., separated in the 

area of perceived autonomous cinematic experience. By consciously applying a 

number of formal, artistic operations (zooming, editing, dividing the image, 

introducing rhythm, stories, narratives) for the purpose of building film narration, 

emotional overtones and dramaturgy, he contributed to the subsequent 

codification of the film language, which embedded cinema for good within the 

category of a self-aware and autonomous art.  

The formal experiments of Griffith laid the foundations for the birth of 

film genres and thus fulfilled an important function in the process of producing 

separate rules for the use of film form for the construction of a story understood 

by the spectators and the rules of classical narration. Therefore, this second stage 

of film experiment is already firmly rooted in the field of artistic activity and 

follows the Aristotelian principle of mimesis. The end result of such practice of 

experimentation is the establishment of codified rules of film poetics, which in 

the history of cinema gave its best expression in the classical narrative model of 

Hollywood cinema. Thus, within the new field of perception that cinema has 

become, a hierarchy of topics that can be addressed, a range of means of 

expression to be used and a whole series of prohibitions and injunctions that 

determined what can be shown and hidden from the spectator was established. 

The legal effect of the poetic regime of film art became the Hays Code (1930), 

which permanently combined film production with the elements of political 
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power.  

The film experiments, strengthening the autonomy of cinema in the field 

of art, in the same gesture of transgression of social reality became its most 

prominent exponents, legitimizing the discourse establishing its order and rules. 

In the paradoxical movement of the establishment of artistic means of expression 

and the hitherto unknown language of art, the coupling of film form with the 

policy of repression has taken place, thus complicating the possibility of 

emancipatory action of cinema and in effect hailing it as the art of true 

democracy. Artistic film experiments merged into a form of normative aesthetics, 

thus determining an unalterable ethical scale of evaluation, which was able to 

clearly classify a particular work and determine its value. The movement of 

completing the formation of a set of cinematic means of expression and 

separating the film from other arts was related to the movement of its total 

subjection to the rules of social life, determined by the political instance in power.  

It was only the aesthetic revolution that could liberate art (films) from the 

representational regime, rejecting its hierarchy of high and low themes and 

genres, secondly, the Aristotelian superiority of action over life and, thirdly, the 

traditional scheme of rationality of goals and means, causes and effects. “The 

aesthetic regime of the arts is the regime that strictly identifies art in the singular 

and frees it from any specific rule, from any hierarchy of the arts, subject matter, 

and genres” (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 35). The aesthetic revolution, which 

resulted in the emergence of the last of the art regimes, introduced an unresolved 

contradiction between the different elements of representational regime – themes, 

styles, genres, conventions. 

 

4.6. Paradoxical aesthetic regime 

 

The last regime mentioned by Rancière is the aesthetic regime of art, 

which breaks with the overriding logic of hierarchy and representation that 

characterized the representational regime. It is based not so much on the very way 

of new art production as on the ways and possibilities of its existence in the 

political and socio-cultural field. “I call this regime aesthetic because the 

identification of art no longer occurs via a division within ways of doing and 
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making, but it is based on distinguishing a sensible mode of being specific to 

artistic products” (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 34). Art no longer tries to focus 

exclusively on itself, isolating from the external world and codifying forms of 

expression within its logic, but enters into relations of active influence and 

politicization in the movement of referencing the contexts in which it arises.  

However, it does not try to influence the world through unidirectional 

modifications of space and time. It undergoes constant modifications alone and, 

dividing the perceivable, reconfigures its own position as an art. In this regime, 

art is truly political because it disturbs the existing systems that determine the 

monopolies of vision, perception, sensual perception. It makes new cuts and 

combinations, proposing new aesthetic constellations, fresh experiences, 

unknown distribution of the sensible fields. The understanding of this regime also 

corresponds to what Agamben wanted to capture under the concept of profanity 

and a return to potentiality as a realm that is free from the known, established 

divisions that organize material reality. 

The establishment of a new regime involves breaking with the two 

previous ones, but does not lead to their disappearance, which is very clear in 

terms of cinema that has never abandoned the representational logic. Rancière 

emphasizes that regimes do not follow one another in such a way that the 

possibility of a new system means the impossibility of previous one. Thus, the 

aesthetic regime of art, to give an example, is a historically produced system of 

possibilities, which has not removed the previously dominant representational 

regime. Many systems coexist at any given time and they mix in different works. 

 

The visibility of a form of expression as an artistic form depends 

on a historically constituted regime of perception and 

intelligibility. This does not mean that it becomes invisible with the 

emergence of a new regime. I thus try at one and the same to 

historicize the transcendental and to de-historicize these systems of 

conditions of possibility. Statements or forms of expression 

undoubtedly depend on historically constituted systems of 

possibilities that determine forms of visibility or criteria of 

evaluation, but this does not mean that we jump from one system 

to another in such a way that the possibility of the new system 
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coincides with the impossibility of the former system. In this way, 

the aesthetic regime of art, for example, is a system of possibilities 

that is historically constituted but that does not abolish the 

representative regime, which was previously dominant. At a given 

point in time, several regimes coexist and intermingle in the works 

themselves (Rancière & Rockhill, 2019, p. 62). 

 

In an aesthetic regime, art no longer is defined through its ethical 

entanglement, nor in the relation to the pragmatic rules it should follow to 

maintain its status and be permitted within society. Art is an art because it is an art 

– it can be said contrariwise. Referring again to Agamben, it is now a means 

without purpose, a mere assumption which, while still renewable, does not create 

permanent, final forms that are forever separated from everything that is not art. 

Its status as a separate field of experience is established thanks to the 

impossibility of being derived from other social spaces or discursive sensory 

sensations.  

According to Rancière, art, in its essence, cannot be translated into any 

phenomenon (in the sense of symbolic, linguistic identification with something 

else). Thus, any attempt by the early theorists/philosophers of cinema that 

focused on its essence, derived from resemblance or difference, from the 

reproduction of reality or from a departure from it, is meaningless. Trying to 

explain the essence of cinema through the sum of other phenomena or arts does 

not provide any satisfactory solutions. There is always a deficiency and a feeling 

that something is slipping out of the definition so constructed and something is 

missing. This “something,” a peculiar and unnamed interval, lack or surplus in a 

discursive description, constitutes precisely the uniqueness and exceptional 

character of art. The attempt to pacify the essence of art (or cinema in this 

example) by enclosing it in certain ethical, artistic or pragmatic rules leads to its 

“castration” and to the loss of its specific character, based on the variability of 

meaning systems and the freedom of sensual expression, which should be an open 

and undefined act in the process.  

By making a new analogy to Deleuzian concepts, it is possible to assume 

that art of aesthetic regime is most authentic when it is, like a nomadic figure or a 

rhizome, taken out of the framework of causes and effects and temporal linearity, 
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and therefore is not determined by the moment of its origins (past) or the moment 

of arrival (future). Instead, it follows an unstructured hierarchy of the movement 

of duration (present), which opens up to the equality and freedom and in which 

the establishment of new aesthetic divisions takes place. By following such 

understanding, we may claim that it is never possible to define the essence of 

cinema by turning either to its past (constitutive premises) or to its future (its 

established purposes).  

Looking for a breakthrough in the history of cinema, which contributed to 

entering such defined aesthetic regime of art while breaking with the poetic 

regime, we can provide numerous examples of filmmakers that could fall into this 

category. Let us focus on French cinema once again. Inspired by Italian 

neorealism, the films by Alfred Hitchcock and also American classical cinema, 

the French New Wave has become an emblematic example of the arrival of an 

aesthetic revolution in cinema of the last century. Questioning the existing rules 

of storytelling and structuring narrative, approaching the union with social life 

and creating its own rules of filmmaking, the French New Wave has become the 

first fully modernist and self-conscious film movement in history. While its birth 

may contractually mark a caesura between the representational and aesthetic 

regime, this transition is associated with a broader historical transformation 

(social, political, cultural) that have influenced the shape of all post-war art. 

Cinema of aesthetic regime, represented by the New Wave authors, also 

corresponds to the Deleuzian concept of time-image cinema, which abandoned 

the dominant logic of movement and linear time that determined the rules of 

classical narration in the pre-war cinema movement-image. 

The New Wave film politics can also be seen as a source of inspiration for 

contemporary filmmakers, who refer to the practices of experimentation within 

the third art regime. The strategy of experimenting with the New Wave politics is 

a result of several factors: new technological possibilities (light cameras, portable 

microphones, better lighting, increased ease of filming in the open space), social 

changes (the 1960s is a period of rebellion, contestation of the existing value 

systems, introduction of new customs, worship of individualism, etc.), political 

(recently ended Second World War) and cultural (art crisis, lack of new means of 

expression and the resulting desire to change and propose fresh solutions).  

Thus, revolutionary young French filmmakers began to create films in the 
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act of contesting the past and liberating themselves from the ossified ethical and 

aesthetic rules of classical cinema and the technical constraints that influenced the 

possibilities of creating film images. The consequence of their attitude was the 

birth of modernist, emancipated cinema, the films of which are the authorship of 

directors who freely experiment with the film form and are not afraid of any 

limitations set by the canons of film art of the previous years. Their critical 

attitude, the reasons that triggered them and their opposition to national 

filmography, referred to as “cinema du papa”, popular art and social order make it 

easier for them to look at their own practices of experimenting with the film form, 

including the ways of a new distribution of the sensible.  

The artistic strategy of the representatives of French New Wave coincides 

with what the Rancière aesthetic regime is claiming to be a paradox. By 

exceeding the established boundaries of social, aesthetic or ethical orders, the 

regime loses at the same time a possibility to define its own boundaries and 

limits. The practice of constantly active transgression and escape from the 

possibility of naming makes it impossible to determine the range of means and 

objectives to be pursued by the artists.  

The possibility of transgressing art and merging it with life leads to the 

abolition of boundaries separating these two orders of perception. However, the 

New Wave artists tried, despite everything, to delineate a fairly strict set of artistic 

practices that would lead to this, which seems paradoxically to direct them in 

exactly the opposite direction – to create art that is even more elitist, narcissistic, 

enclosed within the codified practices of an openly defined transgression. András 

Kovács even speaks of the birth of a new film genre, describing the codified 

artistic conventions used by the authors of New Wave cinema (Kovács, 2007, p. 

130). 

Here the problematic nature of the concept of modernity (and modernism) 

is addressed, which Rancière is trying to deal with. He denies the historical, 

chronological approach to modernity as a dialectic opposition between what is 

old and what is new, which indicates the permeation of various orders of social 

organization throughout history. The position taken by the philosopher suggests a 

need to analyze the political development of the influence of art on the order of 

perception without referring to a detailed historical classification and describing 

artistic practices with a nomenclature typical of particular, closed historical 
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periods.  

In the film practice, the work closest to Rancière’s strategy of 

transcending the distribution of the sensible is a practice of experimenting with 

the film form in conscious, critical and two-way directions. Such a strategy is 

based on conscious autothematism, treating the film form not only in relation to 

itself and its autonomous structure (poetic regime), but entering the field of socio-

political practice and external contexts. The political potential of cinema is not so 

much related to the thematic reference to the issues of power, ideologies or 

mechanisms of repression, but to a much more subtle act of constructing a 

political message at the formal level, revealing the lines of vision that are 

established in the social order based on power and exclusion, and thus wanting to 

pretend to be natural and ordinary. Therefore, the New Wave creation corresponds 

to what Rancière understands by the notion of politics as a model of 

emancipatory practices, which are available not so much in the area of political 

issues as in the everyday gestures, the ways of thinking, changes in the way the 

world is seen and the aesthetic divisions that exist within it. Hence, the political 

cinema in all the philosophers of cinema after Deleuze is referred to in relation to 

the practices of raising the self-awareness of medium and film form, and not in 

relation to the political aspects of plot, history, filmmakers. 

Looking for an example of a filmmaker of the French New Wave, who 

would apply this artistic practice in a special way, it is worth mentioning the 

figure of Jean-Luc Godard, one of his more radical representatives. Godard’s 

work can be regarded as radically revolutionary, manifesting a political and 

aesthetic rebellion against the ossified order, both social and cinematic. The 

author’s clearly critical creative attitude towards the loss of breath is manifested 

in his use of the film form more than on the level of subject matter.  

Andrzej Werner wrote about Godard’s film form as follows: “a very 

special film narrative that breaks with the circulating conventions in a 

revolutionary way and at the same time is extremely close to the whole world of 

Godard, including the artist’s attitude to his own work. Adjoining not only as a 

means of expression – this, of course, is always entirely mediated by the form – 

but as an expression itself, as a structure parallel to the worldview; a homologous 

structure” (Werner, 1994, p. 58) In these words, we can find a Godard strategy of 

using form, which has a direct impact on the ways in which the visible, sensual, 
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and perceptible in his films are broken down. It is about a certain two-pronged 

approach to the formal organization of the film message. On the one hand, in the 

typical New Wave way, Godard tries to reproduce material reality on the screen, 

according to the principle of capturing life as it happens. On the other hand, he 

conceptualizes the space registered in the image through its fragmentation, 

introducing Brechtian alienation techniques that intensify the effect of 

strangeness, philosophical references in various places of the narrative and giving 

it an axiological dimension.  

However, in case of the New Wave artists, their artistic attitude, resulting 

from the rebellion and criticism of the existing reality, both the world of film and 

the one they experience on a daily basis, seems to be the most important in terms 

of the subject of work. Without extending the considerations to include a detailed 

description of the artistic practices of French cinema modernists, it is worth 

noting the radical moment of shift that has taken place due to them in the 

development of artistic dimension of cinema. It was possible as a result of bold 

experimentation with film material, but equally important here is the range of 

political possibilities from which a need for experimentation emerged and led to. 

The importance of the New Wave Movement in the history of cinematography is 

based on the coupling of an aesthetic revolution with a political change in the area 

of everyday experience and a new determination of the distribution of the 

sensible.  

 

4.7. The logic of the Image – Rancière and Deleuze 

 

In Rancière’s understanding, the political nature of art lays in its constant 

creativity and productivity in a socially and politically shared space and time. The 

impossibility of codifying artistic practices provides it with the possibility of 

permanent reproduction, otherwise the boundary separating art from life would be 

known, unwavering and finite. Art, in order to perform a political function, must 

also be something else in its undefining status, leaving a permanently open space, 

impossible to fill with meaning. “Politics, or rather the metapolitics of art in an 

aesthetic regime of art is defined by this founding paradox: in this regime, art is 

art, if it is also non-art, something other than art” (Rancière, Žižek, & Rockhill, 
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2007, p. 33). This paradox should not be understood as a failure of art in its 

inability to finally define its own practices and influence the world and human 

life.  

In fact, this powerlessness is constitutive for the existence of art, which 

can only become art in the perspective of creating problems, an attempt to 

infinitely reconcile matter with language or man with the world (understood as 

ideas, symbols, matter, things, nature). The impossibility of defining the art status 

also results from its other feature – free will. Apart from the necessity to 

reproduce through constant creation of a space of clashes and resistances, art, on 

the other hand, has no specific set of features, postulates, means of expression. 

Politics here is associated with indifference and lack of particular program. “The 

art that does politics, annihilates itself as art, thus contrasts art that is politics, 

provided that it absolutely refrains from any political intervention” (Rancière, 

Žižek, & Rockhill, 2007, p. 36). 

The nature of contemporary artistic images, which Rancière analyses in 

The Future of the Image (Rancière & Elliott, 2019) and elaborated philosophical 

thoughts on cinema, which he developed in the work Film Fable (Rancière, 

2016), accurately reflect the logic of the aesthetic regime of art. More important 

than the analysis of constitutive elements of films or their narrative components is 

the perspective of a philosophical, conceptual view that defines Rancière’s 

cinematic thought with no direct relation to particular filmic examples. Cinema, 

in his opinion, is the best example of the artistic practice to overthrow the 

representational regime of arts and the most perfect candidate to initiate an 

aesthetic revolution that would fully execute political potential of moving images 

(Rancière, 2016, p. 17-19). 

Rancière dedicated text The Future of the Image to the theme of images 

and their multi-faceted function in the field of art. He suggested that the definition 

of the status and function of the image can be derived from the concept of the 

aesthetic regime of art, which expresses rejection from the historical periodization 

and thwart of the representational regime. The meaning of the image, in his 

understanding, is not formed as a direct result of its destiny or of a possible 

logical connection to the past. What he means is that the meaning of the image is 

not derived from any temporal relations it may build, hence if we can speak of the 

essence of the image, it is not located within any concepts that relate to time – 
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history, narrative, story, etc. The essence of the image, understood by Rancière, is 

formed at the intersection of various constellations that combine the multiplicity 

of elements such as: the ways of seeing, reproduction of reality and production of 

visibility, or integrating cause and effect relationships into their processes. Such 

understanding of the image is related to the Deleuzian idea of image division into 

ontological (material, spatial) and epistemological (temporal, cognitive) 

categories. Rancière shows an actual resemblance to Deleuze in the way he 

describes the specificity of film images with relation to the films by Robert 

Bresson. 

 

The image is never a simple reality. Film images are above all 

operations, relations between what is visible and what is audible, 

between different ways of playing with the consequences of events, 

with cause and effect. These operations create different image-

functions, different meanings of the word “image.” (Rancière, Žižek, 

& Rockhill, 2007, p. 46). 

 

In case of Bresson’s cinema, the construction of film images is based on a 

multi-level combination of visual, sound and language layers. However, the very 

way of combining them is not based on a cause-and-effect logic and is far from 

the linear narrative patterns codified during the classical American period in the 

film history. The main principle organizing the image in Bresson’s films is – as 

the director himself pointed out – “to make visible what without you (a film 

director), might never have been seen” (Bresson, 1997, p. 39). The French 

director does not have in mind simple manipulation with the image, playing with 

the spectators’ expectations, deconstructing the linear logic of classical narration. 

He also does not wish to simply exploit the formal possibilities offered by the 

camera and its technological potentials. Such practice is closer to the Deleuzian 

movement-image type of cinema, which in a natural way had to go through the 

stages of “getting used to” the moving images and exhaust all the possibilities 

through which movement can be manifested on the screen and in the narration by 

means of dynamics at the level of frame, editing or operating the film camera.  

The director’s reasoning is closer to thinking about the film form from the 

point of view of the possibilities of intellectual, non-verbal communication, not 



217 

 

so much visible in space or movement as through visual forms and the dynamics 

of relations between them. The “visibility” of Bresson’s images should not be 

understood here literally, in the context of visual perception, but – as Deleuze 

mentioned – as visual legibility, which is only possible when the formal 

components of the film break with the function of representation and “are beyond 

all narrative or more generally pragmatic justification, perhaps tending to confirm 

that the visual image has a legible function beyond its visible function” (Deleuze, 

1986, p. 15). 

The same thing is true for Rancière when he rejects the possibility of 

understanding Bresson’s films in terms of manifesting the properties of film 

medium. Instead, he proposes to look at them as a set of operations that 

problematize the notion of image as such, referring its visual layer to a sensual, 

material and meaningful context (Rancière, 2016, p. 112-113). Bresson constructs 

images while at the same time showing the ways of creating them. By showing 

the vision, making visibility visible, he points to invisible contexts, which 

condition the experience of the image. Thus, he takes the position of an artist who 

creates images and at the same time theorizes about them through the film 

medium. He also discusses how they are created and where to look for the points 

of production of their meanings, how they can be presented in a different way, 

and not how they simply exist and serve given purposes. 

For Deleuze and Rancière the conformity with regard to cinema status 

occurs primarily in its productive aspect (in a sense of the production of 

conscious subjects, freedom, unconditional equality, act of resistance), which can 

only be revealed if the images interfere with the logic of representation and 

discover their potentiality and freedom. However, in contrast to the former, in 

Rancière’s case, the status of the (film) image is neither given in advance nor 

reduced to basic, universal elementary units. It is neither, above all, simply as it 

is, directly present and not symbolically, materially or linguistically mediated. 

Both philosophers claim that images have causative power and speak in their own 

way. However, the way the images are expressed is understood by them 

separately. This is perhaps due to the fact that Deleuze’s work is a kind of 

summary of a hundred years of cinema and focuses on the classification of 

images as they were. Rancière (but also Agamben and Badiou), on the other hand, 

is oriented towards the possible future of cinema, what it can be, which always 



218 

 

implies the need to reject a coherent historical narrative for the purpose of a new 

conception of what is yet to come. 

There are also differences between the two philosophers at the level of the 

very approach to the character of the image. According to Deleuze, the image is 

expressed through its visual presence, through the very forms which, although 

they form a kind of language or a structure, have nothing to do with spoken or 

written language. Such an approach is not only anti-semiotic, which has already 

been mentioned when discussing Deleuze’s concepts, but also constructs the 

category of image in its essence. Images have an essence that can be referred to in 

short as their non-transparent, visual character. Deleuze wants to see in images 

their direct influence, the power of which is hidden in the very presence of what 

is visible. What distinguishes the images from each other cannot be found in the 

differences of their meanings, but in the differences of images (between the 

images) that contain other images. The basic unit here is the smallest structural 

element, which has a visual character. It is this element that constitutes the image, 

but it can also mix with others, creating images that are present in cinema in 

various proportions of saturation. In any case, the image is made up of the pieces 

of the whole, which refer to the whole and derive from it.  

 

The whole is therefore like thread which traverses sets and gives 

each one the possibility, which is necessarily realised, of 

communicating with another, to infinity. Thus, the whole is the 

Open, and relates back to time or even to spirit rather than to 

content and to space. Whatever their relationship, one should 

therefore not confuse the extension of sets into each other with the 

opening of the whole which passes into each one. (Deleuze, 1986, 

p. 16-17). 

 

Deleuze, by bringing the image to its structural elementary particles in one 

step, gives up the need to make it historic and rejects the subjective perspective, 

whether it is a spectator, an actor or director. If in his concepts an image means 

what it means, it is because of its difference with another image, and not as an 

element referring to external reality or time in a historical sense. The visual form 

of film images has here an autonomous and uninterrupted character, and exists 
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outside of history and in a universal way. Hence, there is no distinctive space for 

subjectivity for Deleuze but subjects form images together with other images. If it 

is possible to discuss the existence of a subjective perspective in Deleuze’s 

philosophy, for example, in the perception-image, it is not a subjective 

perspective of viewing reality, perceiving the material world. It is supposed to be 

an expression of an objective vision of thought (image of thought).  

However, the subject of this thought is not a concrete person, but it is 

cinema as a privileged image. It is a cinematographic mechanism that establishes 

the image of a thought on a universal-abstract level. The subjective perspective is 

in this case irrelevant and secondary (though not completely omitted). The 

perception-image is a pure image, pure consciousness. Its condition of possibility 

is the visuality, the awareness of cinema as such, not the mind and consciousness 

of a spectator, filmmaker or a critic. The status of a subject (artist, spectator) is 

subordinate here, inscribed into the image. The question of images’ evolution 

remains unclear, except for one single moment, referred to by Deleuze, which 

separates movement-image cinema from time-image cinema. 

In his book on cinema Rancière wonders whether Deleuzian distinction 

between two types of images really needed direct reference to the Second World 

War and whether this reference was not a form of “Deleuze’s film fable,” through 

the prism of which he explained the meaning of images even in the cinema of 

Italian neorealism? (Rancière, 2016, p. 107-108, 111-112, 119). It is also difficult 

to derive from this vision the productive potential of cinema or the reference to 

the ethical project Rancière is referring to, but this seems to be beyond the 

Deleuze’s ambitions, hence it is difficult to agree unambiguously whether this 

should be the object of criticism. Nor does the proposed concepts by Deleuze 

oppose Rancière’s idea of art (image or cinema) in a perceived division. 

Rancière’s comments draw inspiration from Deleuze on the one hand, but on the 

other they change perspective and approach Deleuzian philosophy in a polemical 

way. At the same time, Rancière points out the need to build a philosophy that 

would take into account the subjective position as a creative, free instance and he 

also seeks to emancipate subjects (not simply defined as images along with other 

images).  

If we consider, as Rancière did, that cinematic images are “operations of 

connecting and disconnecting the visibility and meaning or words and their 
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effects that create and disappoint expectations” (Rancière, Žižek, & Rockhill, 

2007, p. 46) it is necessary to determine how these procedures take place and on 

what basis their dynamically changing logic is conditioned. Rancière gives 

guidance on this by suggesting the triple nature of the image. In this way, he 

combines ontological and epistemological considerations, thus entering into the 

field of visibility a category of language (literature), imagination, material reality 

and the ways of creating meanings at the intersection of all of these elements. 

Therefore, he extends the understanding of image in relation to that proposed by 

Deleuze, focused on the exhaustive classification in relation to aesthetic 

(perceptual and sensual) possibilities of seeing. 

The (artistic) image has a triple nature due to the relations it forms with 

the reality and the ways it is possible to experience it. Firstly, it is a relationship 

of resemblance, or reproduction, of both the external world and the ways of 

perceiving it. A film can be watched in this sense not only when it more or less 

fulfills the condition of reproducing reality, but also when the spectator’s 

perception allows to establish and accept similarities between the perception of 

everyday life and the perception of film universe. 

The relation of resemblance does not have to exist on the ontological 

ground, but above all on the cognitive one. Secondly, every resemblance is 

necessarily incomplete or intentionally deepened. The artistic image constitutes a 

fundamental gap between reality, cognition and the experience of art (cinema) in 

a specific generated form. Although this dissimilarity is purposefully emphasized 

and created by artistic treatments, it is also assigned to the medium (film). It 

results from the fact that the medium as such does not want anything, thus it does 

not reflect anything, and the relationship of mediation is an intentional 

relationship, not known by nature, but consciously initiated in the act of artistic 

creation.  

By combining the similarities and differences as the two conditions for the 

existence of the image, Rancière resolves the discussions of early cinema 

theorists, arguing whether the cinema status as art is guaranteed by its ability to 

reproduce (the realistic trend) or to enhance reality and its perception (formalist 

trend). Film image is always between a sign and matter, located in a space of 

inconclusive and approaching either one way or the other without reaching final 

point of arrival. Here it can be seen how the philosopher’s earlier reflections on 
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the politics of art and its paradoxical dimension of existence are reflected in his 

deliberations on cinema and image. Like any existing form of art, cinema, on the 

one hand, certifies the existence of material reality and reflects its presence in 

some part and, on the other hand, filters it by using artistic means of expression, 

decisions, styles, etc. Therefore, Rancière’s approach to cinema is to reconcile the 

modernist vision with the postmodern one, to show the images as both a 

mediation and an impossibility to be eternally defined, while depriving them of 

teleology and purpose 

The (film) image is a mediation that cannot be achieved because on the 

one hand it is simply impossible for the image to end the process of becoming 

and turn into either side of what it is leaning towards (should it be language, 

reality, fiction or anything else). On the other hand, the image does not want to 

terminate the process of mediation as in consequence it will lead to its 

annihilation. It is the process as such that allows the image to exist and evolve in 

new forms and statuses.  

Movement gives the image right to exist. Art in this sense should not be 

directed towards the pursuit of a particular, established goal (given definition of 

emancipation, transformation of art into life, merging art with reality, etc.). It 

should be free from this purposefulness and keep on following the areas of life 

that it can undermine, redefine and transform their definitions and perceptions 

around them that are established in a predetermined manner. Therefore, the 

duality of the image is always necessary and its status is always a status of 

existing in between, without having to give it the characteristics of failure or 

necessity. There is no need to testify to Lyotard’s reasoning that it is impossible to 

represent anything in the image. The real defeat of image would be the exact 

opposite situation: a possibility of faultless adherence through image of every 

rational content or sensory impression.  

However, the dialectic understood in this way is an incomplete 

explanation of the image status and the forms of its existence in the field of art. It 

presents in a binary perspective the paradox of art, which is at the same time its 

condition of possibility and defeat in the most positive sense. Nevertheless, it 

does not explain another fundamental issue: what determines the resemblance and 

difference of images? How does a spectator find presence on the screen? Where is 

the very desire that enables experiencing images, including film images? These 
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are the question that interest Rancière in his considerations on cinema, understood 

as creative medium that enables development of the film as art of the aesthetic 

regime. In order to seek satisfactory answers to these questions, Rancière 

proposes third element that constitutes the image. He names it “hyper-

resemblance”. It is: 

 

Hyper-resemblance is the original resemblance, the resemblance that 

does not provide the replica of a reality but attests directly to the 

elsewhere whence it derives. This hyper-resemblance is the alterity 

our contemporaries demand from images or whose disappearance. 

Together with the image, they deplore. To tell the truth, however, it 

never disappears. It never stops slipping its own activity into the very 

gap that separates the operations of art from the techniques of 

reproduction, concealing its rationale in that of art or in the properties 

of machines of reproduction, even if it means sometimes appearing in 

the foreground as the ultimate ratíonale of both (Rancière & Elliott, 

2019, p. 8-9). 

 

This enigmatic hyper-resemblance is a kind of a naked presence, a 

testimony of the existence of a source of image, which without taking any 

concrete form of resemblance with the image, must exist in it as a guarantee of 

presence. Each image has its origin, a moment of birth which is some kind of 

primordial resemblance. Therefore, Rancière cannot agree with the modernist 

claims that images can no longer represent anything, nor with their total power to 

break the links with reality. The status of the image comes from and can always 

be found between a sign and a thing. To turn completely into any of them would 

mean for image to disappear and be unable to exist in an autonomous form.  

The hyper-resemblance is also a source of desire, which, although absent in 

the image, in its direct visual layer, is deeply rooted in it as the primeval scene 

that constitutes its existence. We may seek a great level of correlation between the 

concept of hyper-resemblance and Deleuzian notion of the virtual that he also 

defined as a plane of existence that anticipates all the images. It enables them to 

exist once the process of perception begins to divide what is understood as a 

wholeness into parts that can be comprehended and defined by a human mind. All 
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the operations on the virtual contribute to dividing it into parts that we may 

perceive as imaged. These operations can be of multiple natures: language, visual, 

sensual, emotional or simply physical, material.  

It is only the aesthetic revolution that allows art to break away from both 

the sign and eschatological regime, suggesting an anti-mimetic revolution and 

democratic circulation of works of art. This is how Rancière wants to see cinema 

in its ethical and political dimension. He refers to this in his work titled Film 

Fable12, which best addresses the author’s approach to the art of film and links it 

with all his earlier and later works dealing with the relationship between politics 

and aesthetics. 

 

4.8. Rancière’s film fables 

 

In order to explain the emancipative potential of images, Rancière writes 

three books that he devotes to this subject, considering it from three different 

viewpoints. The Future of the Image is focused on the very image status and the 

possibility of inscribing it into a new dimension of the historical development of 

art by introducing its three regimes. The Emancipated Spectator analyses the 

same problem from the spectator’s perspective, whose position can be creatively 

liberated from the frames of the image on the basis of a break with the 

representational regime (Rancière, 2020).  

To take the position of a spectator – according to the philosopher – is to be 

able to distinguish between cognitive abilities and the power of the action 

(Rancière, 2020, p. 8). This feature of the spectator is a necessary moment of his 

empowerment and liberation from the representational regime towards the 

possibilities of emancipation. It consists in breaking with the passivity of vision 

and discovering the productivity of an active spectator. In this vein, Rancière also 

writes Film Fables, a book that is focused predominately on filmmaking and the 

position of a film director.  

 
12  It is worth noting that the English translation of the original title, La Fable cinématographique 

was given in plural form, in a way anticipating Rancière’s argument, which indeed considers 

cinema as a fable (plot) in two aspects. On the one hand, it speaks of cinema as an art and the 

possibilities of its emancipation, while on the other hand, it takes a historical perspective, 

speaking of the fable of cinema as a fable of cinema itself in its historical evoution – the 

history of cinema as a fable – narrative.  
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This work is not only an attempt to transfer previous philosophical 

considerations about the relationship between aesthetics and politics or between 

theory and art into film philosophy ground. It also combines philosophical 

considerations with a historical approach, which multiplies the power of each of 

them. The political power of aesthetic dimension of cinema is described here in 

three fundamental themes of considerations, which are present in the course of 

the whole book.  

The first one focuses around the meaning of the title. The notion of fable 

(or a plot), as well as the notion of fate (in The Future of the Images), is linked by 

a certain linearity, or in other words, a narrative composition, based on the cause-

and-effect structure and the elements of purpose. Both titles should be understood 

in a similar way. It is a specific combination of the logic of thinking about an 

image or a film in its historical or representational dimension. Doubling when 

talking about cinema occurs on the aesthetic and historical level. Rancière speaks 

of the contradictions between the film form and the history of cinema 

development as art.  

With reference to Aesthetics and Politics and the Distribution of the 

Sensible, Rancière uses theoretical heritage of German Romanticism to point out 

the origins of contemporary aesthetics (in this case, the contemporary aesthetics 

of cinema). While cinema in its genre formula derives from Aristotle’s theory of 

poetics, cinema that Rancière analyses contains a true political potential, defined 

with the support by Friedrich Schiller and Friedrich Schlegel’s philosophies. As 

Shiller have put it, “Beauty is nothing other than freedom in appearance”, beauty 

is real experience of freedom through senses and perception. (Schiller, 2013, p. 

400). 

It is a matter of recognizing these free appearances in art; silent speeches, 

authenticity, which on the one hand are passive and do not want anything, and on 

the other hand, influence the spectator with the power of their direct presence, 

independent of the artist or recipient’s intentions. In this scheme of the duality of 

art, passive, unconscious, and active, intentional and conscious, Rancière writes 

his reflections on cinema, using the ideas of other thinkers (predominately 

Deleuze and Jean Epstein) and film directors (Jean-Luc Godard, Robert Bresson, 

F.W. Murnau, Fritz Lang, Sergei Eisenstein, Robert Rossellini, Chris Marker and 

Anthony Mann).  
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Each of the chapters of Film Fable refers to a different author, yet 

problematizing the same network of issues and developing understanding of the 

same concepts. On the one hand, the philosopher refers to the film fable as a 

narrative in the understanding of representational regime of arts within individual 

films. On the other hand, it is the possibility for cinema existence in its aesthetic 

regime, which Rancière discovers by means of the analyses of mentioned authors. 

An important figure here, beside Deleuze, is Jean Epstein, the French theoretician 

and film director, whose work is crucial for Rancière. By quoting Epstein he 

begins his reflections on cinema.  

“Cinema is true. A story is a lie” (Rancière, 2016, p. 1). These words 

summarize Epstein’s radical film manifesto that’s aim is to extract truth in cinema 

and separate it from everything that does not essentially belong to it – stories, 

narratives, plots. The key point here for the philosopher is to critically analyze 

Epstein’s manifesto that wants to reject the conventional means of cinematic 

language in order to show the “truth of pure matter” in his films. Epstein claims 

that because stories do not naturally exist in life, there is no place for them in 

cinema. 

 

The cinema is true; a story is false. There are no stories, there 

never have been stories. There are only situations, having neither 

head not tail; without beginning, middle or end. I want films in 

which not so much nothing as nothing very much happens. (Abel, 

1993, p. 242-245). 

 

Paradoxically, Epstein’s desire to seek materialistic truth is characterized 

by a radically idealistic approach. He imposes rather stiff boundaries on cinema, 

which he separates by virtue of his ethical demands, what is real and what 

falsifies his real status. This ontological dualism closely combines the ethical and 

aesthetic approach and results from an essentialist attitude. The truth belongs here 

to the matter, while the lie is all the filming activities that contribute to building 

the plot and creating communication between an artist and spectators. 

This kind of film manifesto can nowadays be rejected for its radicalism 

and misunderstood ontological dualism, which does not separate binary opposing 

entities. However, Rancière does not focus on criticism, nor a bit anachronistic 
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claim by Epstein. Instead, he tries to redefine and reread his ideas in the key of 

his own political and aesthetic concepts. Instead of talking about the lies of 

cinema, he replaces them with the art’s representational regime and instead of the 

truth of cinema, he talks about the aesthetic regime. In this way, he wants to 

rethink the words of the French director and extract from them a general thesis 

with which he would be able to agree and which will later on fit in with his earlier 

philosophical considerations.  

The title of his book refers here, as already mentioned, to a certain 

representational narrative that has been imposed on the way cinema is perceived 

and spoken of (in its historical evolution). Film fable testifies to the existence of a 

certain fiction. It does not refer to the identity of cinema that the author is 

concerned about. In a typical way, he proposes a title that needs to be unraveled 

in order to bring out the meaning that extends to the whole thought contained in 

the work. 

The doubling of the fable occurs at both semiotic and semantic levels; it 

concerns the dual meaning of the words and their dual references to reality. First, 

the film fable can also be translated as a plot, fairy tale, fiction or fantasy. It can 

contain an element of untruth or an artistic construction that is ethically 

uncharacteristic. Secondly, the title may simply refer to cinema and its ways of 

building stories in line with Aristotle’s theory of poetics (here, a film fable would 

be an equivalent to the representational regime of cinema). However, in general 

terms, it also means a story about cinema as such, a historical fable that offers a 

certain discourse about “the truth” that allows to speak about cinema within a 

certain identity, teleology, history. 

Therefore, the meaning of the title must be dismantled – as Rancière does 

it – inseparably at the level of film work, the theory and history of cinema, and 

also from the filmmaker, theorist or spectator’s point of view. Each of them 

contributes to a certain extent to the reproduction of the fable, whether by 

creating it, talking about it or encoding and carrying it in their perception. Thus, 

the deconstruction has a triple dimension here – on a symbolic (discursive, 

theoretical perspective), real (actual film work, directors’ perspectives) and 

imaginary (perception, spectator’s perspective) level.  

Of course, the scheme proposed here on the basis of Lacanian 

psychoanalytical triad is rather simplified and does not take into account the 
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complex interdependencies between each of these perspectives. However, it is a 

question of outlining the considerations, which should be further discussed. By 

adopting this triadic division, it is only to highlight the initial points of each 

perspective that are complicated by the existing tensions between each of them. 

In this way, the problem of the term film fable, from the theorist’s point of view, 

will concern the discourse, the theoretical and historical language that defines 

what cinema is and what its history may be described as.  

The director’s point of view focuses on the real in a sense that his works 

are the actual product that is closest to the modification of the aesthetic form of 

external reality and has the greatest influence on its creation and change. The 

spectator’s point of view is imaginary. It derives from senses and perception, 

which in case of the reception of a film, consist in a constant combination of 

vision, imagination, experience and knowledge, of what is visible on the screen 

and the knowledge of cinema, its means of expression, but also, in a broader 

sense, of all the cultural or social capital that prepares spectators to experience 

films and allows them to watch and enjoy them, engage emotionally and 

mentally, read senses, follow stories, etc. The terms, social and cultural capital, 

were coined by French sociologists Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron for 

ideas, knowledge, skills and objects with cultural values that people acquire while 

participating in social life. They are expressed primarily in the linguistic and 

cultural competences of the individual (cultural capital). Social capital – a term 

on the border of economics and sociology, denoting capital (as an element of the 

production and life process in an organized society), the value of which is based 

on mutual social relations and the trust of individuals who, thanks to it, can 

achieve more benefits (from the economic and social point of view).  

The mixing of each element of the proposed triad is as obvious as the fact 

that both the director is a spectator and theorist, the spectator is both theoretician 

and co-creator of the image, as well as the theorist is both a spectator and co-

creator of the film. Similarly, the discourse about cinema can only exist with its 

real object and imagined construction, the spectator’s film and means of 

expression, while the spectator is a mediation between film and discourse (or 

simply language). This must be kept in mind in order not to fall into a radicalism 

that leads to the simplifications and impoverishment of the perspectives of the 

spectator that Epstein committed in order to reject the story and plot.  
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What happens snares us like a wolf trap. The denouement, the 

unravelling of the plot, can be nothing more than a transition from 

knot to knot. So that there are no great changes in emotional 

heights. The drama is as continuous as life. So why tell stories, 

narratives which always assume a chronology, sequential events, a 

gradation in facts and feelings? There are no stories. […] There are 

only situations, having neither head nor tail; without beginning, 

middle, or end, no right side or wrong side . . . without limits in 

past or future, they are the present. (Abel, 1993, p. 242). 

 

4.9. Representational regime of film and cinema of truth 

 

The problem of a film fable concerns the dramatic and storyline schemes 

that have dominated cinema since the classical Hollywood period. In Rancière’s 

theory, they should be understood as representational regime of art, thus 

following Aristotle’s logic of making history according to the imposed and set 

conventions of artistic language and mimesis principle. In this film world the 

concept of drama is distorted. It is supported by an ossified scheme which 

unexpectedly turns into known and expected. The dramaturgical tension 

transforms into its opposite – total conformity and predictability, which 

eliminates the elements of surprise and novelty from the film. Cinema becomes 

nothing more than a medium that reassures the spectator about the existence of 

order and everything in its place. 

In opposition to this mechanism of imposing a sense of comfort on 

cinema, Rancière’s thought encounters that of Epstein. Apart from the differences 

in their approaches in the need to go beyond this illusory order, their attitude 

shows many similarities. They both want cinema to touch life in its non-symbolic 

layer, to open up to the experience of unknown, or, again using Lacanian 

terminology, to meet the Real. Life – as Rancière puts it – “has nothing to do with 

dramatic progression of action, but is a long and continuous movement, 

constructed of infinite micro-movements” (Rancière, 2016 p. 2). If cinema is to 

tell the truth, it is not about going beyond fiction and colliding with matter, but is 
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contained in the weave between the narrative and what is beyond it. It is simply 

impossible to go beyond a meaning other than to go through that meaning. In this 

sense, cinema can, according to Rancière, be true by virtue of its critical potential 

to break fiction and build new configurations of aesthetic experience. 

The power of cinema is contained in the dualities that result from the clash 

of director’s intentions with the unintentionality or tan essence of the film 

medium. This is the dialectics of consciousness and unconsciousness, derived 

from Romanticism, which Rancière intercepts from Schiller. Cinema in this sense 

is a conflict and a constant tension between the intellect (intention, activity) and 

an attempt to impose means of expression on the technological medium and a 

camera that wants nothing (passivity). The film image in this sense is always the 

place where the ordering speech of the means of artistic expression meets the 

silence of matter, its fundamental lack of any organization and subordination to 

the logic of words. However, this does not mean that the truth of cinema would be 

to give up the intentions of the artists or to return to a stage where cinema was 

only a technological novelty, recording random situations and random people. In 

other words, it is not about returning film images in their organization to the 

period from before the classical narrative or Deleuzian movement-image cinema.  

At this point, Rancière again opposes Lyotard, Baudrillard, Deleuze and 

postmodern theories, proposing a new path of interpretation based on discovering 

the new productive power of film art. The matter and form in cinema co-exist in 

different ways and it is their constant discovery and creation that should become 

the goal of artistic practices and film experiments. This does not mean that 

Rancière breaks down Epstein’s dreams of cinema of material truth, exceeding 

“fictional lies” and illusions of narration. He locates the truth of cinema in the 

necessity to maintain the contradiction that is constitutive for the possibility of 

existence and evolution of film images. The truth of cinema would be here not 

only to go beyond the fiction of narrative, but also to show its conventionality and 

how this truth depends on fiction. This is also how Rancière defines the notion of 

politics and the idea of political intervention in relation to cinema and images. It 

is about rejecting the consensual, in favor of discovering the dissensual logic of 

image production.  

Cinema seems to be the best and at the same time the most difficult for 

this practice. It is, in fact, the closest to the registration of reality in its 
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symbolically uninterrupted status. On the other hand, this “objective eye of the 

camera” being completely free of intentionality, is most susceptible to it. The 

camera’s automatism and its perfection of technical reproduction of reality, 

combined with its unassigned top-down essence, is the best medium for building 

fiction. 

 

4.10. From muthos to opsis – cinema doubles 

 

In defining the potential of cinema in its ethical, political and aesthetic 

dimensions, there is no simple breakdown of the representational logic that 

Aristotle describes as muthos and then a shift to opsis as pure sensuality 

(visibility). The shift is about a peculiarly understood transgression, in a sense 

similar to the Hegelian concept of Aufhebung, or the practices of subversion. 

Instead of enduring the contradictions and completely rejecting the fiction of 

narrative in favor of the camera’s truth, Rancière retains the transgression and 

discovers the productive power of cinema in the tension between a desire (of a 

director) and the camera’s free eye that does not want anything at all. This double 

nature of cinema is contained in silence and speech; silence and a multitude of 

words, chaos and an excess of meaning, the director’s conscious eye and the 

unconscious eye of the camera, meaningless as such.  

Hegel and Shelling claimed that the identity of consciousness and 

unconsciousness is the basis of art. Art must elude both itself and its author. This 

discord in art drives its desire to create and communicate with art. Thus, the 

possibility of cinema’s productivity is not only the codification of its means of 

expression and the establishment of its status. It is, above all, a reproduction of 

the constant tensions between Aristotle’s opsis and muthos, the conscious creator 

and unconscious camera, by constantly redefining the position of these doubles in 

their opposition, as well as those existing within each of their members. Thus, the 

development of cinema is bidirectional. On the one hand, towards the 

construction of an increasingly complex film language, new styles, narrative 

models, and thus the consciousness (reason) of muthos. On the other hand, 

cinema opens up to opsis (free, unconditioned sensuality), increasing the power 

of image as a visibility that cannot be completely captured by muthos. It is opsis 
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(as a real image) that makes the film fable a “thwarted fable” (Rancière, 2016, p. 

1-2). 

The link between Rancière’s philosophical film thought and the key 

concepts of the politicization of aesthetics or the distribution of the sensible 

becomes visible and understandable here. Cinema, as a part of the aesthetic 

regime of arts, divides the perceptible and its creative potential is based on a 

constant redistribution and crossing the oppositions of: reason – senses, meaning 

– seeing. This is what the political potential of cinema depends on, which is best 

expressed by Rancière’s concept of dissensus. In cinema, it is expressed in the 

form of emphasizing and rejecting the consensual political contradictions that are 

visible both at the level of political practices and in the film form of 

representational regime/classical narrative structures. The meeting place of art 

and politics in cinema is where discord is initiated, a dispute against the socio-

political order is initiated.  

At this point, Rancière also shows compliance with both Deleuze, who 

describes art as a necessary resistance against reality (Deleuze & Lapoujade, 

2007, p. 323) , and Godard, who from his first New Wave films has stressed the 

need to break with the logic of a dominant order of reality organization (whether 

political or cinematic). Novelty and creativity initiated by cinema is only possible 

if the lost meanings, conventions and consensual consents are broken so that 

unlimited and open creative production is possible in their place. It should be 

noted here that Deleuze’s philosophy of cinema somehow does exactly what 

Rancière wants from the theorist.  

Deleuze’s new classification and divisions, dividing cinema into 

movement-image and time-image gives it a completely new meaning in historical 

thinking about what film as an art is. This not only allows a new reading of the 

history of cinema, but also the rethinking of individual works of film in terms of 

new combinations of reason and sensory. This is in line with Rancière’s main 

thought of cinema, which “separate, to transform the  

continuum of image-meaning into a series of fragments, postcards, 

lessons” (Rancière, 2016, p. 147).  At the same time, “Deleuzian fable”, in his 

opinion, must be thwarted so that the classification of images presented in it does 

not impose a scheme for the further development of cinema, and so that it is able 

to preserve the productive power of cinema and the ways of talking about it. 
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CHAPTER 5 – THINKING CINEMA OF THE TRUTH – ALAIN BADIOU 

 

5.1. Introduction 

 

The last of the philosophers to whom a separate chapter of the work is 

devoted is Alain Badiou, a key figure in the contemporary French philosophy. 

Badiou, like the philosophers of the earlier parts of the dissertation, is an equally 

versatile and nomadic thinker. Additionally, he not only reflects on various topics 

and areas of human activity, but also adopts different subjective positions from 

which he produces his thoughts. In addition to being a philosopher with the 

ambition of a total view of history, he is also a political activist, writer, literary 

critic, mathematician, logician, and even a playwright and screenwriter. Above 

all, however, he is a critical philosopher who tries to rethink contemporary 

metaphysics by rejecting and breaking (or redefining) with the influences of the 

most important philosophical trends of the 20th century – postmodernism, 

modernism, analytical philosophy, hermeneutics, psychoanalysis and Marxism. 

Like Agamben and Rancière, he is not only a thinker focused on criticism 

in a negative sense – pointing to flaws, problems, and imperfections of 

knowledge and power, but also tries to redefine the foundations of metaphysics 

by proposing a new, synthetic understanding of philosophical concepts. Like 

them, the philosopher proposes a new understanding of dialectics that would not 

be a simple relation of opposites, a game of binary divisions, or a linear 

movement. He also cares to show that philosophical concepts can be used in all 

possible discourses, since they are not assigned only to the field of philosophy or 

academia. Badiou also synthetically approaches the philosophical legacies of 

thinkers as different in their approaches as Plato, Kant, Hegel, Deleuze or Lacan, 

and tries to reconcile their projects within one discourse. The project of this 

synthesis, or thinking beyond the historically existing divisions in knowledge, is 

carried out on the basis of proposing a new framework for understanding 

ontology, and the results of his deliberations are transferred to thinking about 

cinema as well as about any other chosen human activity that he includes in his 
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project. 

Badiou bases his ontological project largely on mathematical theories, in 

particular on Cantor’s set theory, which offer proof that one set of all sets cannot 

exist, which is translated into the field of metaphysics in the form of the claim 

that the unity of being cannot exist as such. In an attempt to describe a being, the 

philosopher includes a number of other perspectives and tools in mathematical 

theories, which are to explain the world and cognition in a better and complete 

way. Apart from a strictly scientific perspective, it emphasizes the inclusion of 

emotional issues, personal experiences, sensual involvement in the world as well 

as ethics and morality in the research. His later considerations on cinema will 

become the aftermath of reflections on the nature of being derived from the 

mathematical theories. 

Badiou’s thought matured during the domination of modern and 

postmodern philosophy in the last century. Post-war European philosophy was 

marked by pessimism, nihilism, scepticism, and a loss of faith in the possibility of 

creating “grand narratives” and coherent metaphysical projects. This scepticism 

and the sense of lack turned into the practice of deconstructing philosophical 

concepts, discursive and rhetorical games, cynicism or focusing on the cultivation 

of philosophy at the level of the text, or generally speaking, the symbolic layer. 

Postmodernity in philosophy began to herald various ends: subject, history, 

narrative, truth, so it became a kind of anti-philosophical discourse, 

deconstructing itself from the inside. Badiou has become an opponent of modern 

and postmodern thought, as well as most of the main philosophical currents of the 

last century. In his opinion, the proclamation of the end of narration, history or 

subjectivity is not so much an expression of philosophy’s disbelief in itself and its 

purposefulness, but an act of rising to the level of arrogance and the 

unquestionable rightness of its statements. The linguistic ability to predict the end 

of philosophical concepts, as well as the statement expressed in language about 

the impossibilities of philosophy, is an expression of the power of language, 

which not only can name and order, but is also fully aware of its limitations, 

defects and the end of existence. Badiou himself writes about it this way: 

 

I suggest we sacrifice the imperative and declare that: if 

philosophy is incapable of conceptualizing the extermination of 
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European Jews, it is the fact that it is neither its duty nor within its 

power to conceptualize it. It is up to another order of thought to 

render this thinking actual. For example, the thinking of historicity, 

that is, of History examined from the standpoint of the political. It 

is never really modest to declare an “end”, a completion, a radical 

impasse. The announcement of the “End of the Grand Narratives” 

is as immodest as the Grand Narrative itself, the certainty of the 

“end of metaphysics” proceeds within the metaphysical element of 

certainty, the deconstruction of the concept of subject requires a 

central category – being, for example – the historical prescription 

of which is even more decisive (Badiou, 1999, p. 30-31). 

 

According to Badiou, the philosophy of the last century has focused excessively 

on mourning its powerlessness, rhetorical games and deconstructive practices. 

Instead, Badiou proposes the necessity to initiate a turn of philosophy towards 

rebuilding itself, along with the key concepts that will enable the renewal of 

metaphysics. This thought brings him closer to the philosophical projects of 

Agamben and Rancière, but Badiou presents a different way of reaching the 

implementation of the assumptions made. First of all, he recognizes postmodern 

philosophy as a kind of sophistic thought, which emphasizes the layer of 

linguistic rules and the order of the text, thus neglecting the level of observation 

of the possible manifestation of truths, which is a key area of philosophical 

reflection for the philosopher. 

 

This is the problem we face today in a nutshell. The idea of the 

End of philosophy is at the same time the idea of the end of the 

category of Truth. Its stakes, without any doubt, concern a balance-

sheet of the century’s disasters. [...] We see therein the price 

philosophy pays when it renounces its void and its eternity. When 

it renounces its operation. The price it pays to want to realize itself 

within time. However, to claim that philosophy as at an end and 

the Truth is obsolete is an inherently sophistic assessment of the 
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century. We are bearing witness to a second anti-Platonic requital, 

for contemporary ‘philosophy’ is a sort of generalized sophistry, 

which incidentally is lacking neither in talent nor in grandeur. 

Language games, deconstruction, weak thought, radical 

heterogeneity, different and differences, the ruin of Reason, 

promotion of the fragment, discourse reduced to shreds: all this 

argues in favour of a sophistic line of thinking and puts philosophy 

in a deadlock (Badiou & Wahl, 2015, p.20). 

 

It is not Platonic philosophy so, according to Badiou, is the main reason 

for the fall of philosophy, but the way it is practiced by the sophists, or the so-

called modern sophists who in various ways have destroyed philosophical 

concepts, including the category of Truth. Nietzsche, who can be considered the 

forefather of postmodern philosophy, initiated a kind of fragmentary, relativistic 

philosophizing, devoid of central, universal concepts that would defend the 

definition of the concept of Truth. The category of Wittgenstein’s “language 

games” can be regarded as a harbinger of constructivism or postmodern textual 

practices, language games. 

 

“Who are the modern sophists? Modern sophists are those who maintain, 

in the school of the great Wittgenstein, that thought is caught in the 

following alternative: that it either consists in effects of discourse, in 

language games, or that it consists in silent indication, in the pure 

‘showing’ of that which is subtracted from language’s grasp. Sophists are 

those for whom the fundamental opposition is not between truth and error, 

or errancy, but between speech and silence, that is, between that which can 

be said and that which it is impossible to say. Or again: between 

meaningful and meaningless statements. In many regards, what is 

presented as being most contemporary in philosophy is a powerful 

sophistry. Sophistry ratifies the final statement of the Tractatus – ‘Whereof 

one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent’; philosophy, however, only 

exists in maintaining, that it endeavours to say what cannot be said” 
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(Badiou & Wahl, 2015, p.6). 

 

Badiou is not interested in synthesizing the aspirations and motivations of 

the philosophical and artistic trends of the last century, as it was the case with 

Rancière, but in pointing to the places where the rates and practices were wrongly 

established, which led philosophy to depart from the categories of metaphysics, 

ethics, and truth. Here begins to emerge the outline of Badiou’s aspirations and 

his way of framing philosophy in relation to three key categories (Platonic ideas) 

– ethics, aesthetics and truth. The philosopher will devote a lot of thought to the 

very project of defining truth, but it will be significant in terms of his ethical 

attitude, which he has also devoted to separate studies (Badiou & Hallward, 

2012). 

Badiou identifies modern and postmodern philosophy not only with a 

sophistic but also anti-platonic attitude. Its representatives, apart from Lyotard, 

Nietzsche and Wittgenstein, are also Deleuze, Derrida, Heidegger, Sartre, 

Kierkegaard, and Pascal. Generally speaking, they are, according to Badiou, those 

thinkers who chose to depart from the category of truth and thus contributed to 

the acts of prophecy in philosophy. The phrase Badiou wants to propose is to 

restore philosophy to its positive character, and above all to return to the rejected 

category of truth. The gesture that is supposed to bring him closer to the 

implementation of the undertaking is to define the concept and role of philosophy 

in such a way that in every respect will be different from the sophistic nature of 

contemporary philosophy. 

 

 

Every definition of philosophy must distinguish it from sophistry. 

All in all, this thesis requires that we undertake to define 

philosophy through the concept of truth. This is because what the 

sophist professes to show, ancient and modern alike, is precisely 

that there is no truth, and that its concept is useless and uncertain, 

because conventions, rules, genres of discourse and language 

games are all that exist. I will thus put forward a variant of the 

fourth thesis, which I call 4a. Thesis 4a. […] The central category 

of any possible philosophy is the category of truth, regardless of 
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the name it is given (Badiou & Wahl, 2015, p. 8). 

 

This is where the key difference emerges between the philosophy of Badiou and 

Deleuze, who on the one hand openly attacked Plato and insisted on the need to 

reverse Platonism, and on the other was strongly inspired by the philosophy of 

Nietzsche and continued his legacy in many respects. In the case of Badiou, he 

proposes a kind of return to Plato and a negation of the achievements of 

Nietzsche or Wittgenstein. 

 

The Nietzschean diagnosis must be reversed today.  The century 

and Europe must imperatively be cured of anti-Platonism. 

Philosophy shall only exist if it proposes, to match the needs of our 

times, a new step in the history of the category of truth. This truth 

is a new idea in Europe today, and as with Plato, as with Lautman, 

the novelty of this idea is illuminated in the frequenting of 

mathematics (Badiou, 1999, p. 101).  

 

Badiou’s use of mathematical theories can be explained in two ways. 

Firstly, it is an expression of the philosopher’s willingness to depart from the 

linguistic inclination, language games, and the rhetorical character of twentieth-

century philosophy towards the most opposite possible direction. If literature and 

rhetoric were close to postmodern philosophy, as discourses that found meanings 

in the linguistic layer, mathematics would constitute a set of theories and mental 

operations that are farthest from language, and also most striving for universality 

and objectivity. Using Lacanian terminology, Badiou turns his attention to the 

study of the Real (the Truth) at the expense of departing from the dominance of 

the Symbolic (language, linguistic rules). At the same time, he does not make a 

radical turn from postmodern philosophy towards mathematical theories, which 

would constitute a kind of objective and universal discourse about being, and 

truth by being abstracted from the world of phenomena. Remaining connected 

with the influences of postmodern philosophy and not giving up the importance 

of the symbolic layer in the cultivation of philosophy, he recognizes the necessity 

of a shift in the way of thinking about language and signs, and not of turning 

away from it. He proposes to initiate a new kind of relationship between 
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(symbolic) language and philosophy, which uses mathematical theories to rebuild 

metaphysics. Here too is another reason why Badiou decided to use mathematics 

as a thinking assistant. 

The turn to mathematics and the return to Plato are combined with 

thinking about the turn towards metaphysics and the search for a new way to 

define the concept of truth, which was obsolete and out of date in the last century. 

Badiou asks for mathematics to be introduced into the philosophical language in 

order to redefine postmodern philosophy, which has dealt too much with the 

deconstruction of constitutive categories for all philosophical thought, giving 

primacy to language which has replaced the category of reason and truth. 

 

The initial thesis of my enterprise-on the basis of which this 

entanglement of periodization is organized by extracting the sense 

of each-is the following: the science of being qua being has existed 

since the Greeks-such is the sense and status of mathematics. 

However, it is only today that we have the means to know this. It 

follows from this thesis that philosophy is not centred on ontology-

which exists as a separate and exact discipline- rather, it circulates 

between this ontology (thus, mathematics), the modern theories of 

the subject and its own history. The contemporary complex of the 

conditions of philosophy includes everything referred to in my first 

three statements: the history of ‘Western’ thought, post-Cantorian 

mathematics, psychoanalysis, contemporary art and politics. 

Philosophy does not coincide with any of these conditions; nor 

does it map out the totality to which they belong. What philosophy 

must do is propose a conceptual framework in which the 

contemporary compossibility of these conditions can be grasped. 

Philosophy can only do this- and this is what frees it from any 

foundational ambition, in which it would lose itself-by designating 

amongst its own conditions, as a singular discursive situation, 

ontology itself in the form of pure mathematics. This is precisely 

what delivers philosophy and ordains it to the care of truths 

(Badiou & Feltham, 2006, p. 3-4). 
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5.2. From mathematics to truth - an outline of a new ontology 

 

For Badiou, the concepts of truth, mathematics, and ontology are closely 

related and inseparable from one another. For him, the language of mathematics is 

a way to criticize postmodernity and to separate philosophy from literature.  A 

critical approach to postmodern philosophy consists in departing from its own, 

autonomous features and functions and then transferring them to the area of four 

processes that condition it, but are not as such... According to Badiou, the four 

functions/conditions are: art, politics, science and love. He also calls them truth 

processes, because in them and through them, in his opinion, truth can be 

revealed. For Badiou, the critique of postmodern philosophy is therefore a 

critique of a philosophy that prioritises literature as a language that is allegedly 

closer to “true thinking”. Thus, he recognizes the postmodern philosophy as 

somewhat submissive, building a hierarchy of domination and subordination, 

recognizing its failure and pointing to the area of human cognition which has a 

greater cognitive ability than itself. For Badiou, ontology is mathematics, because 

it is its deductive operations, theories and calculations that best express being as 

being, so it is best suited for philosophical reflection. 

 

I then arrived at the certainty that it was necessary to posit that 

mathematics writes that which, of being itself, is pronounceable in 

the field of a pure theory of the multiple. The entire history of 

rational thought appeared to me to be illuminated once one 

assumed the hypothesis that mathematics, far from being a game 

without object, draws the exceptional severity of its law from 

being bound to support the discourse of ontology. […] It affirms 

that mathematics, throughout the entirety of its historical 

becoming, pronounces what is expressible of being qua being. Far 

from reducing itself to tautologies (being is that which is) or to 

mysteries (a perpetually postponed approximation of a Presence), 

ontology is a rich, complex, unfinishable science, submitted to the 

difficult constraint of a fidelity (deductive fidelity in this case). As 
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such, in merely trying to organize the discourse of what subtracts 

itself from any presentation, one faces an infinite and rigorous 

task. […] All that we know, and can ever know of being qua being, 

is set out, through the mediation of a theory of the pure multiple, 

by the historical discursivity of mathematics. (Badiou & Feltham, 

2006, p. 5-8). 

 

Badiou uses mathematics firstly to show the powerlessness and 

paradoxical dimension of modern and postmodern philosophy (at least since the 

times of Heidegger), and then to propose a way out of the impasse and new paths 

of philosophical thinking that would be neither a simple move to reject 

postmodernity nor a repetition of the thought preceding it. The very paradox of 

postmodern philosophy, according to Badiou, consists in the fact that a 

philosophical subject uses mind and language to state the impossibility of 

knowing a being as such, while defining the framework of what is unknowable. 

Through the movement of negating the possibility of knowing a given area of 

knowledge, it explicatively creates a definition of the unknowable, which in turn 

leads to a contradiction. It is connected with the fact that he postmodern 

philosopher, while recognizing viewers inability, simultaneously deprives reason 

of power and gives it even greater power, which is the awareness of their own 

limitations. Modern and postmodern philosophy confines itself to these anti-

ontological or anti-philosophical statements, shifting its reflection from reality 

and metaphysics to language and symbolic layers – textual, cultural, social, 

political, and aesthetic. 

What the turn of Badiou’s new approach is based on can be described as a 

project of positive ontology, based on the return of philosophy to the Real through 

modern mathematical theories, and above all set theory by the German 

mathematician Georges Cantor. Contrary to what it may seem, however, Badiou 

does not distance himself from postmodern philosophy, and in many respects, he 

can be considered as its critical continuator. Firstly, the European philosophy of 

the twentieth century, especially the French one, underwent crises related to the 

Second World War, social movements, and the collapse of the Grand Narrative of 

Western civilization as such. Therefore, it had to revaluate concepts from the 

classical period, reflect on the meaning of ontology, go through the stage of 
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deconstruction in order to clear the meaning of those concepts that ceased to be 

meaningful in that era. If we look at the trajectory of the development of the main 

philosophical trends of the last century, it is difficult to agree unequivocally with 

Badiou that the dominant trend was to withdraw from ontology and an anti-

philosophical attitude. 

Philosophers have looked for a way out of the impasse of thought in 

various ways, be it through negation, scepticism, or by focusing on the medium of 

language and its deconstruction. One can try to defend the thesis that no 

philosophy can be anti-philosophy, because its ultimate goal is never negativity, 

the destruction of concepts, and a retreat from reason and thinking. In other 

words, if one considers the condition of philosophy in relation to external socio-

political contexts, it is always the result of several interrelated factors: the state of 

knowledge, the political situation, social changes, and existential moods of 

societies. The stages of crises, redefinition of concepts, reflection on the meaning 

of thinking is for philosophy constant elements of its duration and development. 

In this sense, modern and postmodern philosophy worked through the social 

condition of the times in which they arose, and the movements of departing from 

ontology or deconstructing great narratives were a natural transitional stage that 

had to take place for new ones to emerge. In this sense, we can look at the Badiou 

project as a continuator of the process of renewing the philosophical thought that 

was initiated by the philosophical trends of the last century. 

There is also a second element of convergence between Badiou and 

postmodern philosophy, with which he begins his reflection on the initiation of a 

new ontology. It has to do with the mathematical theories that the philosopher 

uses in order to be able to comprehensively explain the world. It is about the 

theory of the multiplicity, which he transfers to the field of philosophy in order to 

state that being as such is not a unity, but a multiplicity. Badiou sums it up with 

the words: 

 

The one as such, as I said, is not. It is always the result of a count, 

the effect of a structure, because the presentative form in which all 

access to being is to be had is the multiple, as multiple of 

multiples. As such, in set theory, what I count as one under the 

name of a set a, is multiple of-multiples. It is thus necessary to 
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distinguish the count-as-one, or structure, which produces the one 

as a nominal seal of the multiple, and the one as effect, who’s 

fictive being is maintained solely by the structural retroaction in 

which it is considered (Badiou & Feltham, 2006, p. 90). 

 

Adopting an irreducible multiplicity of being, Badiou may resemble 

postmodern philosophers who, like Derrida, Lyotard or Deleuze, emphasized the 

notions of plurality (multiplicity), variation, and differentiation, which were to 

oppose the philosophy of identity and the same. For Badiou, being is a multitude, 

but only in the moment in which it presents itself. The understanding of this 

statement can be found in the following words of the philosopher, which also 

slowly bring us closer to creating bridges between his mathematical ontology and 

thinking about art and cinema: 

 

In sum: the multiplicity is a system of presentation, compared to a 

presentation, one is an operational result, being is what it presents 

(itself), and is therefore neither one (since only the presentation 

itself is counting-as-one) nor a multitude (since multiple is only a 

system of presentation). […] We can still say it as follows: set is an 

inertia that can be detected retrospectively on the basis of the fact 

that the count-as-one operation must work efficiently for one to 

exist. Multiplicity is an inevitable predicate of something that is 

structured because structuring, or count-as-one, is the effect. The 

fact that one that does not exist cannot present itself, but only act, 

justifies “from behind” his operation that presentation belongs to 

the order of the multiple (Badiou & Feltham, 2006, p. 91-95). 

 

According to Badiou’s statement, the subject has access to being through 

presentation, which means that being itself does not have the ability to present 

itself, it needs processes and conditions that make it possible. Ontology, for him, 

represents a being in the form of which there is an irreducible multiplicity. He 

calls the ontological situation “presentation of a presentation” and emphasizes 

that only through it we are able to gain access to being. 

How then should we understand the concept of presentation? Badiou 
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introduces his understanding in the work Being and Event, combining it with the 

concepts of: situation, multiplicity and structure. 

 

Let’s fix the terminology: I term situation any presented 

multiplicity. Granted the effectiveness of the presentation, a 

situation is the place of taking-place, whatever the terms of the 

multiplicity in question. Every situation admits its own particular 

operator of the count-as-one. This is the most general definition of 

a structure; it is what prescribes, for a presented multiple, the 

regime of its count-as-one. When anything is counted as one in a 

situation, all this means is that it belongs to the situation in the 

mode particular to the effects of the situation’s structure (Badiou & 

Feltham, 2006, p. 24). 

 

Badiou’s language may seem difficult, especially when taking into account the 

fact that he often uses mathematical theories, translating them into a philosophical 

language and redefining in the spirit of his own thought. So, let us assume a work 

of art as a presentation, be it a novel, a film or a picture. Additionally, note that 

Badiou talks about presentation, not representation, which is a concept more often 

found in relation to art. 

Badiou calls organized artistic presentations situations that are 

characterized by an intentionally created structure, relative coherence and being 

perceived as a compact unity, despite being a multitude and containing an 

irreducible multiplicity – ideas, arts, experiences, theories and interpretations. A 

work of art, which is a situation in the philosopher’s reasoning, performs a double 

operation on being. On the one hand, it creates an imaginary and illusory unity in 

the form of a finite product on the other hand, it contributes to the production of a 

multiplicity, thus creating a kind of presentation of being. These qualities of 

works of art are necessary for the presentation to take place.  

Experiencing a work as a situation includes possible subjective places 

from the perspective of which a multitude of presentations can be processed, 

experienced as a relative unity, or “count-as-one”, as is said by the philosopher. 

This term can be understood as a selective choice of contexts or the type of 

production, or reception of art, which results from the fact that human cognition 
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and forms of mental expression are limited due to the degree of development of 

the senses, mind and communication skills. Man organizes the world and define 

reality according to the order of forms that are perceptible, nameable or 

scientifically measurable, which does not mean that this world of forms is the one 

that is possible, objective and indisputable.  

However, it is a world of forms that are available to us and make up the 

experience of reality in such dimensions as we are able to know and name. To put 

it simply, art selects the elements that are part of the experience of works of art in 

order to create an experience configured for the senses so that the situation of 

dealing with art fulfils its functions: be it aesthetic, ethical, political or cognitive. 

It can therefore be said that the essence of the situation is, first of all, to be 

completely present in it, to experience it from multiple subjective places, and not 

to try to understand it or establish its finite meaning. In other words, the aesthetic 

dimension of the situation is superior to the cognitive one, just as it is in the case 

of art. 

Why are Badiou’s considerations mentioned above so important for the 

topic of art and cinema? The consequences of his mathematical deliberations lead 

to conclusions that can be translated into the area of the philosophy of cinema, 

but above all into the way of framing what is experiencing films, the essence of 

cinema and its place within other arts and cultural phenomena. Art is intended for 

the senses, so its reception is always mediated, contractual, incomplete and takes 

place from the perspective of a selected section of its possible view (and from the 

perspective of selected senses, emotions, mental positions). This is due to both 

the possibilities and limitations of both artists and art recipients. If the main 

ontological principle of Badiou, organizing his philosophical project, is that being 

can happen through presentation, then this thesis implies a number of statements 

that directly relate to the art-subjectivity relationship. 

First, it shows that proposed by Badiou Lacanian “return to the real” does 

not take place through the negation of the symbolic layer, but through it. In his 

opinion, just as Lacan himself thought about it, there is no division between the 

Real and the Symbolic, but they co-create and enable each other’s existence. The 

truths that Badiou talks about in the plural sense cannot manifest themselves as 

such when we give up symbolic representations and open ourselves to the non-

linguistic realm but they are only possible through the processes that condition 
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them (as will be discussed in the next section). Thus, he will treat art as an 

example of a situation in which the work and the recipient meet in a symbolically 

mediated presentation at the intersection of a multitude of processes conditioning 

the possibility of truths. This multitude of processes, their common existence and 

the individual character of each meeting will constitute the foundations of 

philosophical considerations about cinema.  

This is where another consequence of Badiou’s philosophical position 

emerges. By abandoning the concept of being as a unity or unity of elementary 

particles that constitute being (atoms, basic elements that make up matter, ideas 

or energy), like Agamben and Rancière, he redefines the meaning of dialectics, 

departing from its classical approach. For if being consists of irreducible 

multiplicities, reflection on opposites, looking for a synthesis on the basis of 

binary oppositions is pointless, because we cannot talk about irreducible 

components of dialectical processes. 

The consequence of this claim directly strikes cinema as a multiplicity, 

since it contains many kinds of other arts which cannot be completely separated 

from cinema. It is impossible to reduce the essence of cinema to a selected 

element that constitutes it – montage, image and movement. In Badiou’s 

reasoning, cinema is an inherently impure art, combining a multitude of aesthetic 

words, forms of expression, and techniques belonging to other arts, developed 

long before the cinema was founded. Disputes about what belongs to cinema and 

what does not are futile because the definition of cinema is also something not 

stable, but fluid and historically changeable. The situation is similar in the area of 

cinema representation or the dialectical divisions within films. The divisions into 

fiction and reality, disputes about realism in cinema, whether cinema is an art that 

reflects reality or builds fiction, are annulled by the concept of truth. 

The truth of cinema does not depend on whether we are dealing with 

fiction or reality on the screen. According to Badiou, they do not belong to 

separate ontological orders. On the one hand, this division itself is blurred and it 

is impossible to draw a clear line between them. On the other hand, if it is 

multiplicity that underlies the principle of ontology, establishing an unequivocal 

status of representation in the field of cinema is impossible, and even if it were, it 

adds nothing to reflection on it. If there is no unity, we cannot, according to 

Badiou, speak of essence as a concept synonymous with identity. If we want to 
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talk about the essence (cinema, art, situation), we must include in this concept the 

multitude of what determines it. Hence, in the case of Badiou, instead of using the 

terms essence, nature, essence, one should change them into the concepts of the 

processes of truth, presentation, situation - as concepts that express multiplicity, 

fluidity, ambiguity, and temporality. It should be emphasized that Badiou does not 

deny the possibility of referring to the concepts of being or essence, as 

postmodernists used to do, but rather problematizes their approach and proposes a 

new understanding. 

The philosophical language of the author of Being and Event resembles 

the one in Deleuze’s edition, a philosopher who also focused on creating concepts 

that express openness, fluidity, multiplicity, difference or what is outside of 

language, what conditions it and conditions the creation of divisions that are 

responsible for how we perceive and organize the world in a sensual (aesthetical 

and mental) way. Similarly, Badiou tries to signal the existence of a complex 

number of relationships and contexts that are part of the situations that determine 

the status of the artist, as well as the experience of the recipient of art. It is worth 

mentioning one more consequence of Badiou’s ontological project. He uses the 

concept of presentation as a superior representation in relation to the description 

of the experience of being. Again, this can be understood as a critique of the 

introduction of discourse orders based on binary, hierarchy and dialectics. 

According to the philosopher, art as a kind of situation presents (shows) truths 

through the procedures it uses, but it does so through themes, the language of art, 

style conventions, and therefore representation. It opens subjects to direct 

presence, but it is not free from representation for the simple reason that it must 

use already developed forms of expression and means of expression (be it 

linguistic, visual or musical). 

There is a similarity between Badiou and Agamben in the way they relate 

to the functions of language and cinema. For Agamben, the basic function of 

language, which he later transferred to thinking about cinema, was to point to the 

very aspect of communicability, not so much to convey meanings, but to show the 

process of transmitting meanings as a visible processin order to reflect on it from 

the perspective of creating meanings. This is what Badiou means when he talks 

about the “presentation of presentation” as a function in art. Apart from the very 

area of what art presents (makes it possible, visualizes, enables), it also shows 
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itself and how it depicts what it depicts. This is due to the fact that art belongs 

primarily to the category of aesthetics and it is from this perspective that it says 

what it says, whether it relates to the idea of truth, ethics or politics.  

Art, then, always mediates between truths and the subject, creates forms 

of representation, be it themes, narratives or styles, and offers experience in the 

finite form of a work of art. If a work of art can open up to multiplicity or 

emptiness (Real, which is beyond the representational order), it can do so through 

textual (symbolic) layers, breaking out of them, creating procedures of truth, 

speaking about them indirectly. Hence, mathematics is closer to Badiou, as it may 

omit the aspect of representation (which, of course, is not entirely indisputable) in 

order to approach the plurality. A more complete understanding of the sense of 

Badiou’s undertaking, reaching for mathematical theories for the purpose of 

describing what being is in its irreducible plurality, will become possible after a 

closer look at the processes of truth conditioning philosophy, which will then 

allow a better understanding of the philosopher’s need to include cinema in his 

deliberations. For the concept of truth is the one that makes sense to refer to 

Cantor’s set theory and which in the field of cinema is the key term for Badiou. 

 

5.3. Truth processes as key conditions of philosophy 

 

In many ways, Badiou can be considered a continuator of Deleuze’s 

cinematic thought, as he attempted to answer the question posed by the author of 

The Logic of Sense about the relationship between cinema and thinking and the 

specificity of artistic practices that belong only to filmmakers and images. In this 

key, Badiou is interested in the specificity of cinema as a human activity, which 

produces new aesthetic and cognitive qualities. What guides his thoughts about 

cinema in its general framework is an attempt to find the essence of the thoughts 

that films produce and to determine what are those thoughts that only cinema can 

create, and how aesthetic qualities are created, which in their essence can only 

express films. They will be of particular interest to the philosopher of the 

concepts of news, events, ethics and truth. It is at their intersection that Badiou 

finds answers to the philosophical dimension of cinema. 

Badiou’s concept of truth can be associated with the psychoanalytic 
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concept of the Real, which is an extra-linguistic entity, inaccessible to discourses, 

and not defined as such. The operations that allow Badiou to come closer to the 

truth are similar to those proposed by Agamben, when he tries to establish the 

role and properties of a language that does not so much communicate, organize or 

name, but indicate, discover, and make people aware. Hence, for Badiou, as for 

Deleuze, true philosophy does not communicate, does not divide, does not 

hierarchize, but points to moments of presentation of truths, as well as points to 

places where language fails in explaining events and phenomena. Using the 

notion of exception, he defines truth as something that emerges from the 

situation, breaks the flow of meanings in order for something new to emerge; new 

philosophical quality, new aesthetics, new sense. This novelty and singularity, 

which underlie the possibility of the emergence of something special, Badiou 

describes with the term “event”. 

 

For me, an event is something that brings to light a possibility that 

was invisible or even unthinkable. An event is not by itself the 

creation of a reality; it is the creation of a possibility; it opens up a 

possibility. It indicates to us that a possibility exists that has been 

ignored. The event is, in a certain way, merely a proposition. It 

proposes something to US. Everything will depend on the way in 

which the possibility proposed by the event is grasped, elaborated, 

incorporated and set out in the world. This is what 1 name a ‘truth 

procedure’. The event creates a possibility but there, then, has to be 

an effort - a group effort in the political context, an individual one 

in the case of artistic creation - for this possibility to become real; 

that is, for it to be inscribed, step by step, in the world. It’s a 

matter, here, of the consequences in the real world of the rupture 

that the event is. 1 speak of truth because something is created that 

sets down, not simply the law of the world, but its truth (Badiou, 

2013, p. 53-54). 

 

The event is therefore a kind of potentiality, showing the possibility of an 

alternative configuration of being, but it is devoid of the agency that lies with the 

acting subject (artist, director, actor). According to Badiou, it is here that the 
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process of constituting entities as subjects is taking place. Event indicates the 

truth, that is, reveals the places of its existence or its absence. The formation of 

subjects - according to Badiou - takes place at the moment of noticing this void in 

what is and filling it with the processes of truth. 

 

Every truth process begins with an event; the event is 

unpredictable, unpredictable. It is complementary to the situation. 

Every truth, and therefore every subject, depends on an eventual 

appearance. The truth and the subject of truth do not come from 

what is, but from what comes in the strong sense of the word. […] 

The event reveals the emptiness of the situation because it shows 

that what exists was without truth. It is on the basis of this void 

that the subject is constituted as a fragment of the truth process. It 

is this void that separates him from the situation or place, inscribes 

him in an unprecedented trajectory. It is therefore true that the 

experience of voidness, place as void, is founded on the subject of 

truth; but such experience does not constitute any mastery. At 

most, we can say absolutely generally that any subject of truth is a 

truth fighter (Badiou, 1998, p. 55).  

 

The truth for Badiou, expressed in the lack, emptiness, cracks in the 

language, emerges from matter and the symbolic, but it is not reducible to the 

linguistic, the physical or material. It appears at their intersection under what 

Badiou calls the procedures of truth which are art, politics, science and love. 

Philosophy is conditioned by these four procedures, which in Badiou’s 

interpretation means that practicing philosophy each time consists in referring to 

them, treating them as a source of ideas, areas through which being presents itself 

and in which events occur. Truth and events seem to be the central categories 

around which a philosophy organizes itself, which does not produce knowledge, 

nor does the procedures it observes. Truth is for Badiou a generic procedure that 

is in a constant process of being produced. 

Badiou writes about the events as large, aesthetic, conceptual transformers 

with variable operators that generate truth. Truth is for Badiou something 

opposite to knowledge, something that is not subject to rules, systems, institutions 
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or hierarchies of power. It is non-discursive and non-historical, in a constant 

process. If Badiou and Deleuze, but to some extent also Agamben and Rancière, 

ignore the academic rules and criteria of writing academic papers, poetize their 

languages, do not care about linear logic of arguments, escape established 

academic disciplines or do not attach great importance to precise footnotes, 

citations or compiling a bibliography, it can be considered an act of opposition to 

knowledge and the institutions behind it. Knowledge, at this point understood as 

an institutionalized, conservative system reproducing the structures of 

understanding that do not necessarily explain the world, but the organization of 

hierarchical orders in which positions of domination and subordination are 

established, and events and truths are limited in their ability to exist. 

  

As such, love, art, science and politics generate-infinitely-truths 

concerning situations; truths subtracted from knowledge which are 

only counted by the state in the anonymity of their being. All sorts 

of other practices-possibly respectable, such as commerce for 

example, and all the different forms of the ‘service of goods’, 

which are intricated in knowledge to various degrees-do not 

generate truths. I have to say that philosophy does not generate any 

truths either, however painful this admission may be. At best, 

philosophy is conditioned by the faithful procedures of its times. 

Philosophy can aid the procedure which conditions it, precisely 

because it depends on it: it attaches itself via such intermediaries to 

the foundational the thought of the generic and being in truth 

events of the times, yet philosophy itself does not make up a 

generic procedure. Its particular function is to arrange multiples for 

a random encounter with such a procedure. However, whether such 

an encounter takes place, and whether the multiples thus arranged 

turn out to be connected to the supernumerary name of the event, 

does not depend upon philosophy. A philosophy worthy of the 

name-the name which began with Parmenides – is in any case 

antinomically to the service of goods, inasmuch as it endeavours to 

be at the service of truths; one can always endeavour to be at the 

service of something that one does not constitute. Philosophy is 
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thus at the service of art, of science and of politics (Badiou & 

Feltham, 2006, p. 340-341). 

 

 

Thus, philosophy assumes a servile role, which consists in making present 

the practices in language, through which truths are generated in the world and in 

our lives. For Badiou, without these four conditions, both philosophy and our 

existence are meaningless. Badiou’s reflections on art as one of the four 

conditions of philosophy are the bridge between philosophical arguments about 

truth and its conditioning processes, as well as cinema. Badiou, just like Rancière, 

criticizes and rewrites the history of art from the point of view of the concepts he 

has created. He does it from the perspective of the concepts of truth and event, 

looking for the reasons by which, in his opinion, art developed away from these 

concepts, striving for autonomization through separation.  

The type of art that Badiou criticizes is that which Rancière defines as 

ethical and representational regime, and which he himself defines in terms of 

distance from the event, lack of creative novelty, and being “sutured” to 

philosophy. For him, autonomous art is an expression of authoritarianism and 

domination, which causes isolation and separation of art from life, and, as a 

result, a distance from the truth. At the same time, the philosopher is not 

concerned with the very aspect of creating a hierarchy, dominating art over life, 

but the need to be self-sufficient, as well as the possibility of being away from 

life. To exemplify his theses, Badiou proposes three types of systems/models 

through which art can be grasped and which, in his opinion, are devoid of truth. 

He calls them: romantic, didactic and classic (Badiou, 1998, p. 1-15). 

The romantic model, which can be expressed in the statement  

“art for art’s sake”, wanted to be the truth for itself, to isolate itself from external 

contexts, to deprive itself of a relationship with reality. The key problem with this 

schema is that the relationship between truth and art is immanent here, “in the 

romantic schema the relation of truth to art is indeed immanent, art exposes the 

finite descent of the Idea, but not singular (because we are dealing with the truth, 

and the thinker’s thought is not attuned to something different from what is 

unveiled in the saying of the poet” (Badiou, 1998, p. 9). The self-reliance and 

autonomy of art was similarly described by Rancière through a representational 
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regime, which he also called poetic interchangeably.  

The didactic scheme, in turn, focused on the mimetic perspective, and 

analysed the relationship of similarity and imitation between art and nature. Here 

the truth would be on the outside, it would only concern what art imitates and 

replicates, just as it was in Rancière’s ethical regime, where art was considered 

true only when it faithfully reflected the representations of ideas. Despite the fact 

that, in the didactic model, art retains an important position as an activity that can 

represent the truth, according to Badiou it is an apparent truth, because it is 

established by imposed rules and by duplicating what is beyond art. This type of 

art lacks elements of novelty, the possibility of an event or meetings that could 

initiate true and creative artistic qualities. In the classical scheme, Badiou defines 

art as closed in academic treatment and one that is to fulfil the established role of 

a servant to the population. As the philosopher writes, „in classicism we are 

dealing only with constraint that a truth exercises within the domain of the 

imaginary in the guise of verisimilitude, of the likely” (Badiou, 1998, p. 9).  

 

Strictly speaking, within the classical schema, art is not a form of 

thought. It is entirely exhausted by its act or by its public 

operation. Liking turns art into a service. To summarize, we could 

say that in the classical view, art is a public service. After all, this 

is how it is understood by the state in the “vassalization” of art and 

artists by absolutism, as well as in the modern vicissitudes of 

funding. In terms of the link that preoccupies us here, the state is 

essentially classical (perhaps with the exception of the socialist 

state, which was rather didactic (Badiou, 1998, p. 5).  

 

These three schemas, didacticism, romanticism, and classicism, are the three 

possible types of connections that exist between philosophy and art - in each case 

contributing to hierarchization, divisions, and pre-imposed structures for the 

functioning of both art and philosophy. It can be seen here how they cannot exist 

without the elements of domination, subordination, creating opposition or 

validating their statuses in relation to each other. 

But what is the relationship between the proposal to present art in these 

three schemas and cinema? It can be deduced from the kinds of relationship these 
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schemas form with truth, again, in a similar way to Rancière. Cinema, which 

exists in all three regimes which were proposed by the author of The Distribution 

of the Sensible, only in the aesthetic one is a truly free art that can express itself 

beyond the logic of power, domination, subordination, and strictly defined rules 

(also beyond the logic of narration).  

It is similar with Badiou. In his view, cinema should not fit in with the 

imposed rules and relations with the truth. On the one hand, it should not be a 

relationship with oneself, which would consist in looking for the truth in the 

technological or formal layer of films, i.e., in isolating cinema from the contexts 

of its existence and looking for a definition in autonomy, which for Rancière was 

the performance regime. On the other hand, cinema should avoid building a 

relationship with the truth through the relationships it creates with matter, 

language, bodies, both the Symbolic and the Imaginary layer (understood after 

Lacan). Similarly, academic discourses on cinema, scientific disciplines that 

incorporate films into their deliberations in various ways, should refrain from 

trying to discover the truth in cinema in formal, linguistic and bodily aspects. In 

this respect, Badiou is both a critic of the structuralist, semiological and 

formalistic attitude, as well as of more contemporary cultural studies, which 

emphasize corporeality, affect and emotions. 

This shift in humanistic research, which emphasizes the essence of the 

senses, affects, the body and emotions, for Badiou is a search for truth in a 

dialectical relation to language, in opposition to what the humanities of the end of 

the last century proposed. Hence, all the philosophers to whom the chapters of 

this work have been devoted can be considered as destroyers of this dialectical 

development of academic trends that constitute themselves in binary logic by 

opposing what immediately precedes them. It has already been explained how 

Agamben, Deleuze and Rancière seek to go beyond the dialectical framework and 

come up with new proposals of philosophical concepts, treatment of the history of 

art or redefinition of academic disciplines. 

In the further part of the thesis, we will look at what Badiou proposes, 

what is his vision of going beyond the dialectics of binary oppositions, both in 

terms of the ways of perceiving cinema as an object of scientific research and the 

thinking of cinema itself. Briefly speaking, going beyond the return from research 

existing in the history of film studies that emphasize language to research that 
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introduces the categories of the body, senses, and affects, Badiou sees individual 

consideration of films in practice, each time looking for specific practices in them 

that generate truth that is neither linguistic nor carnal. 

In the next part of the chapter, the trajectory of his argument on the 

problems of speaking and philosophizing about cinema will be presented, as well 

as proposals for their creative solutions. Then, the final and key conclusions will 

be derived, creating a bridge between the overall Badiou project, ontological 

explorations, reflections on art as a procedure of truth and cinema as the art of 

irreducible plurality. 

 

5.4. The truth and the conditions of cinema 

 

Badiou approached the issue of cinema gradually, slowly approaching it 

from the point of view of possible ways of thinking and talking about art that 

would be appropriate for a right philosophical reflection. Like Agamben and 

Rancière, Badiou uses the fundamental, elementary building blocks of 

philosophical discourse – and thinking as such - to criticize the basic ideas and 

theses that have conditioned Western philosophy. His philosophical enterprise can 

also be placed within the conceptual triad that binds his works – ethics, aesthetics, 

politics. In relation to the cinema, he wants to combine them with the concept of 

truth he has developed. First of all, he wants to find a kind of reflection that 

would be compatible with the cinema and allow for a better recognition of how 

truth can manifest itself in films and through film means of expression, and what, 

in principle, this truth should be. 

To establish the order of the argument, Badiou begins by proposing two 

common types of talking about cinema. The first is a non-reflective and personal 

immediate reaction, called by the philosopher “indistinct judgment” (Badiou, 

1998, p. 84-85). This type of judgment is based on subjective feelings and 

opinions that are not backed by theoretical tools or historical knowledge, but 

merely express what a person thinks about a particular film. This kind of talking 

about cinema is largely derived from personal experiences and individual 

reactions, and mainly refers to the visual and fictional layer of films (action, plot, 

characters, technology, colours, music, special effects) and how the film 
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influenced spectators’ emotions right after the screening. There is no question of 

any critical or descriptive discourse here, but only relying on statements such as: 

“I liked it”, “the film was boring, too long, uninteresting”, “the plot was nice”, 

“special effects were great”, “the actors played their roles well”, etc. In other 

words, the perceived effects of films are transmitted on an ongoing basis, which 

have left a mark on our emotions, psyche or in our body.  

According to Badiou, this type of reference to films, based on quick 

reactions, not preceded by intellectual reflection, although it is an important 

element of communing with culture and its other users, is far from a philosophical 

or critical approach and does not have a valuable quality that can contribute to the 

development of reflection on the relationship between cinema and language (the 

way of talking about cinema). (Badiou, 1998, p. 84-85). Indistinct judgment is an 

important aspect of cultural contact with art, it contributes to the formation and 

circulation of opinions about works of art, but it stops at the level of the subject 

(ego) – emotional, affective, physical reactions to an aesthetic product 

(expression of feelings). 

The second type, proposed by the philosopher, tries to go beyond the 

usual, duplicated patterns of referring to films through subjective opinions and 

emotions, giving the discourse a more permanent, objective and extended 

character (reducing the reactions of subjects and their subjective feelings about 

films). This kind is more prescriptive and has the features of a system that is used 

to build opinions and theories. There is more emphasis on filmmakers than on 

actors. The style, subject and nature of creativity are more important than plots, 

special effects or the emotional impact of films on the spectator. Additionally, the 

immediate reaction resulting from the instinctive feeling is replaced by deeper 

reflection on the cognitive and critical value. In other words, it goes beyond the 

area of the subject’s individual opinion to the wider space of art’s existence in the 

contexts of the reality in which it functions. Badiou describes this type of talking 

about film as “diacritical judgment” (Badiou, 1998, p. 85) and identifies it with 

the discourse of film criticism. In this kind of judgment, what a given individual 

thinks about the film becomes less important and it becomes more important how 

best to convey the understanding of an art product, linguistically present its value 

and place it within a wider system – will it be a political system, artistic, social or 

any other. 
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Like the first kind, Badiou does not consider it philosophical either What 

he lacks to be a fully philosophical reflection is a conceptual reflection that goes 

beyond the boundaries of specific temporalities and contexts - one could say 

universal, non-historical reflection. Both of these types are judgments, that is, 

they are based, more or less, on subjective perspectives of viewing and emphasize 

the formation of an opinion or a normative description. Their cognitive and 

aesthetic values are embedded in the here and now, they depend on the historical 

moment and the position of the subject creating the judgment. In this sense, film 

criticism in relation to spectators’ opinions expressed at the spot can be perceived 

as a departure from, a subjective perspective towards greater objectivity and the 

inclusion of more contexts and data for the purpose of understanding and 

experiencing works of art. 

Since neither of these two positions qualifies as a philosophical reflection, 

Badiou seeks another connection between language and cinema that would carry 

such connotations. He assumes that this connection cannot be grounded in 

judgments or normative descriptions, but should be based on broader, objective 

perspectives and philosophical truths that are not subject to as much variability as 

the previous two ways of talking about cinema. There is a distinction in this 

statement which Badiou often uses when talking knowledge and truth. In his 

opinion, the humanistic academic discourse which Lacan called “Discourse of the 

University” (Schroeder, 2008) is based primarily on the belief that all cognition 

can be described, ordered, categorized, linguistically named or inscribed within 

the framework of understanding. In his opinion, this discourse is based on 

knowledge and not on truth, establishing hierarchies in which the Symbolic 

(language, signs) has power over the Imagined and the Real (reality itself, which 

cannot be inscribed into symbolic structures). 

The main difference that separates knowledge from truth is the dominant 

role of linguistic structures and theoretical tools which a priori condition the 

structures of knowledge, giving it the status of true knowledge. Truth, however, 

according to Badiou, exists as something individual, temporary, not conditioned 

by any descriptive or normative discourse. Truth is always something new, not 

existing before and unconditioned, hence its status undermines the existing orders 

of knowledge, which in turn are characterized not so much by truth as by 

probability, credibility, and thus by intellectual, logical categories derived 
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previously in relation to the object or situation they are experienced and subjected 

to linguistic operations. Collecting the basic principles that define truth, Badiou 

distinguishes a number of its features that place it in opposition to knowledge: 

 

a) The truth does not exist, only truths – the plural is crucial. One will 

therefore assume the irreducible multiplicity of truths. 

b) Each truth is a process, and not a judgement or a state of affairs. This 

process is de jure infinite, or incompletable.  

c) One will call “subject of a truth” every finite moment within the 

infinite process of this truth. This means that the subject has no 

mastery over truth and is at the same time immanent to it.  

d) Every process of truth begins with an event. An event is unpredictable 

and incalculable – it is a supplement of the situation. Every truth, and 

therefore every subject, depends on an eventual appearance. A truth 

and a subject of truth do not derive from what there is, but from what 

happens, in the strong sense of the term “happens”.  

e) The event reveals the void of the situation. This is because it shows 

that what there is now was previously devoid of truth. […] It is 

therefore true to say that the ordeal of the void – of the place as void – 

founds the subject of a truth, but this ordeal does not generate any kind 

of mastery. […] 

f) The choice that binds the subject to a truth is the choice of continuing 

to be: fidelity to the event, fidelity to the void (Badiou, 1998, p. 55).  

 

This enumeration allows us to observe all the constitutive elements of 

truth that Badiou considers essential for its proper philosophical formulation. The 

truth appears here as a process which, like a Deleuzian “becoming”, not so much 

is, but manifests itself in motion as an unconditioned, unnamed being that 

achieves its status in relation to a specific and temporally defined duration, not as 

a result of linguistic naming and finite definition. At the basis of the existence of 

truth, Badiou places an event that cannot be the subject of knowledge, because it 

appears and exists outside and independently of linguistic structures. Again, 

referring to Deleuzian terminology, the figure of rhizome and nomad would be 
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true, which is not embraced by cause-and-effect relationships and hierarchical 

organization, since they suspend the linear nature of development in favour of a 

continuous “here and now” existence. In this sense, truth would be something 

outside of time as a sequence of events, while knowledge would belong to the 

order of time, as understood in a Newtonian sense. 

In Lacan’s understanding, the Discourse of the University is based on the 

supremacy of authorities who represent the position of “neutral knowledge” based 

on the dominance of some symbolic structure, semantic grid, statements, 

assumptions, etc. Lacan’s commentator, Slavoj Žižek, defined the meaning of this 

discourse as follows:  

 

 

“The university discourse is enunciated from the position of “neutral” 

Knowledge; it addresses the remainder of the real (say, in the case of 

pedagogical knowledge, the “raw, uncultivated child”), turning it into the 

subject ($). The “truth” of the university discourse, hidden beneath the bar, 

of course, is power (i.e., the Master-Signifier): the constitutive lie of the 

university discourse is that it disavows its performative dimension, 

presenting what effectively amounts to a political decision based on power 

as a simple insight into the factual state of things” (Žižek, 1998, p. 78). 

 

At this point, one should also look for Badiou’s understanding of the 

philosophy of cinema, which is different from the theoretical, critical or historical 

approach. While cinema theory is an area of academic knowledge that produces 

tools, concepts, systems, and models, philosophy seeks to recognize truth in 

language and cinema, through cinema and language, and in cinema through 

language, as well as in language through cinema. In other words, the philosophy 

of cinema would be a kind of cognitive discourse that seeks truth not so much 

with the language and philosophical tools as in places that they can reveal or 

indicate through their (always imperfect) operations. Thus, cinema would be an 

event specifically understood by Badiou, which the philosopher can use as a 

subject to show the processes of truth. 

Philosophy, according to Badiou, as well as the practice of thinking as 

such, is essential and has important meaning because it exists as something 
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“beyond bodies and languages”. On the one hand, he admits that specific 

philosophies are derived from the times in which they are born and contain 

elements of dominant ideologies, beliefs, knowledge, as well as common views. 

He calls them “democratic materialism”, with baggage in the form of society, 

individual, body, language and culture. On the other hand, however, the entire 

material organization of the world does not constitute the totality of what this 

world creates. There are also exceptions which, although they are composed of 

material elements, bodies, languages, symbols, matter, cannot be reduced to them 

or deduced from them. He calls these exceptions true. 

For truth to become a concept of knowledge, Badiou tries to separate it 

from the tradition of academic/scientific treatment, which requires quoting in its 

procedures, deriving the meaning of terms from historical contexts or relying on 

power relations. In other words, Badiou tries to show the extra-historical 

dimension of truth, which cannot be unequivocally derived from the material 

conditions of reality or cannot be reduced to them. The truth here would be 

something that cannot be named or observed, but something like Agamben’s 

approach, to which language and material phenomena may indicate, what they 

can observe but not describe. 

If cinema can play an important role in philosophy (and vice versa), it is 

because it is a space through which truth can manifest itself by constructing 

situations in aesthetic dimensions (spatial and temporal). This means that the film 

should not only be seen in relation to linguistic discourses, ideologies, bodies or 

senses, but it is necessary to create new kinds of relationships between these 

elements. How, however, can it be understood when it comes to thinking about 

cinema? What does it mean that cinema can show the truth, and on what terms 

should this film presentation be performed? A better understanding of these issues 

requires an explanation of Badiou’s philosophical approach, his way of defining 

truth, and the role that cinema plays in revealing it. 

As was already mentioned, Badiou is a philosopher of the Real who wants 

to take away the primacy of those theories of cinema that favour the Symbolic 

(language, systems, structures ordering knowledge) and subjective perspectives, 

but also considered to be more contemporary, which emphasize the need to turn 

to the body in academic theories of affect or emotions of the spectator. The point 

is not, however, to criticize and reject both theoretical positions, but to reject the 
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dialectical approach, which places one position as opposed to the other and thus 

determines its status in opposition to them. 

According to Badiou, both the Symbolic (linguistic) and affective aspects 

are essential elements in creating and perceiving art. Nevertheless, triggering the 

truth procedure cannot be based only on one of these elements while negating the 

other or treating it as a dialectical opponent. Hence, such theories as 

psychoanalysis, semiotics, affective theory, cognitive science, in his opinion, will 

always be deficient due to establishing a privileged position of one of the sides of 

the opposition body – language, matter – idea, or real – symbolic. The concept of 

truth and the procedure for discovering it lie at the root of the necessity to remove 

the opposites between the poles and establish a higher synthesis. 

The truth, according to the author of Being and Event, as such does not 

belong to the world of matter; it is not substantial and constant. Instead, it is what 

creates disturbances in the symbolic space (knowledge, language, meaning). 

Truth is therefore a process in motion because it depends on the space it disturbs. 

If the concept of truth were established linguistically, it would become part of the 

realm of knowledge once and for all. 

 

5.5. Axioms and false movements of cinema 

 

Badiou tries to enter the level of thinking and talking about cinema that 

would be devoid of opinions, judgments and subjective perspective, and at the 

same time would not be a proposal to treat cinema and its components as objects 

of knowledge. Only such thinking would open up to philosophical reflection, 

which instead of becoming knowledge, would focus on discovering how cinema 

can think in its own way and, by creating new types of thinking, break out of the 

dominant representation schemes or what Rancière called the representational 

regime. 

In order to go beyond the impasse of vague and diacritic judgment, 

Badiou proposes a third type of talking about cinema, which he calls axiomatic 

(Badiou, 1998, p. 85). It is characterized by going beyond the perspective of 

judgment and description, and this movement is crucial for the shift of thinking 

towards philosophical reflection on cinema. Badiou again equates his attitude 
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here with Agamben and Rancière, because the abandonment of judgments and 

descriptions leads him to oust hierarchy from discourse and eliminate the process 

of division, which is always present in the acts of creating judgments or forming 

normative descriptions. The rejection of the necessity to make judgments 

invalidates the creation of divisions and hierarchical structures, because creating 

discourses based on a subjective perspective, creating normative descriptions or 

basing speaking on the senses is creating boundaries between the self/ego 

(speaking, judging, naming) – a work of art (an object of judgment, description, 

names) or the author’s style, works of art, contexts in which they exist (other 

works of art, other styles). 

Badiou’s proposal of three ways of talking about cinema once again 

resembles to a large extent the concept of Rancière’s three regimes of art. The 

vague judgment is dominated by the ethical perspective (ethical regime), 

determined by the sensual perception of the spectator, through which the subject 

judges on the basis of his own judgments what is good and what is bad, what is 

beautiful and what is ugly, what is noteworthy and what is not. One of the aims of 

this attitude is to preserve the integrity of the self, which is perpetuated by the 

opinions expressed, the primary purpose of which is to consolidate the subjective 

position, not to do justice to the experienced work of art from a perspective other 

than one’s subjective position. To paraphrase Rancière, one may be tempted to 

say that in a vague judgment art does not exist as such, because in the first place, 

aesthetic products are the subject of judgment of subjects who use them for the 

purpose of consolidating their statuses. 

On the other hand, the diacritical judgment is dominated by a comparative 

perspective, based on determining the value of a work of art, styles and themes in 

relation to wider contexts in which a given work of art was created. The similarity 

of this kind of judgment to the representational regime is that in both cases the 

central starting point that creates knowledge and values is a certain normative 

perspective that introduces an order of cognition based on hierarchies, dialectical 

relations, comparisons and juxtapositions. In other words, it becomes possible to 

establish the status and value of works of art, as language is introduced to 

describe the value, significance, and meanings of art, while talking about art 

becomes something institutionalized, subject to normative discourses, including 

sources and contexts that enrich the understanding of art. 
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The third type of talking about cinema is a plane that is no longer 

interested in judgments or opinions (thinking based on a specific core, evaluating 

system), but individually asked questions such as: „what results for thinking from 

this or another film?” It is in this kind of thinking that Badiou sees the basis for 

creating connections between philosophy and cinema based on a lack of 

subjective judgment, non-normativity and non-hierarchy. So, this is exactly what 

Rancière means when he talks about the aesthetic revolution and the aesthetic 

regime of the arts. In order to recall this attitude, it is necessary provide a brief 

description of all three regimes of the author of Distribution of the Sensible, in 

order to juxtapose them with the three ways of speaking about cinema by Badiou. 

 

“Although the ethical regime predates the representative and aesthetic 

regimes of art, it has by no means disappeared in modern times. Its 

paradigmatic formulation was provided by Plato, who established a 

rigorous distribution of images – not to be confused with ‘art’ – in 

relationship to the ethos of the community. By arranging images according 

to their origin (the model copied) and their end or purpose (the uses they 

are put to and the effects they produce), the ethical regime separates 

artistic simulacra from the true arts, i.e., imitations modelled on the ‘truth’ 

whose final aim is to educate the citizenry in accordance with the 

distribution of occupations in the community. […]  

 

The aesthetic regime abolishes the hierarchical distribution of the sensible 

characteristic of the representative regime of art, including the privilege of 

speech over visibility as well as the hierarchy of the arts, their subject 

matter, but also their genres. By promoting the equality of represented 

subjects, the indifference of style with regard to content, and the 

immanence of meaning in things themselves, the aesthetic regime destroys 

the system of genres and isolates ‘art’ in the singular, which it identifies 

with the paradoxical unity of opposites: logos and pathos. However, the 

singularity of art enters into an interminable contradiction due to the fact 

that the aesthetic regime also calls into question the very distinction 

between art and other activities. Strictly speaking, the egalitarian regime 

of the sensible can only isolate art’s specificity at the expense of losing it” 
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(Rancière, Rockhill, 2019, p. 95, 99).  

 

For comparison, let’s juxtapose Rancière’s words about the aesthetic regime with 

Badiou’s philosophical way of talking about cinema: 

 

“If it is true that cinema treats the Idea in the guise of a visitation or a 

passage and that it does so in the element of an examining impurity, to 

speak about a film axiomatically comes down to examining the 

consequences of the proper mode in which an idea is treated thus by this 

particular film. Formal considerations – of cutting, shot, global or local 

movement, colour, corporeal agents, sound, and so on – must be referred 

to only inasmuch as they contribute to the “touch” of the Idea and to the 

capture of its native impurity” (Badiou, 1998, p. 85).  

 

What both philosophers have in common can be found where they share 

their opinion about the need to eliminate the divisions between the subject and the 

object, to give up the hierarchical approach to the subject of research / work of art 

- which is a natural effect of redefining the boundary between the subject and the 

object - and the extension of thinking about art including such terms as: 

directness, authenticity, autonomy, suspension of borders, suspension of language 

power, freedom, equality and heteronomy. 

According to Badiou, axiomatic thinking by resigning from taking the 

supremacy of the subjective position also avoids the creation of hierarchies that 

exist when cinema is discussed from the perspective of pre-existing concepts, 

ideas, and theoretical tools. Then, cinema becomes the subject of research that is 

carried out after adopting a previously established methodology, tools, and 

hypotheses. Instead, the axiomatic approach proposes to open up to future, 

potential and freedom perspectives, the production of one’s own thought 

operations that produce new concepts and relationships. The change in thinking 

about cinema is therefore a shift from establishing opinions and meanings to 

looking at films in their potential to open up to cognitive freedom and 

linguistically unorganized experience (sensual, emotional, bodily, spiritual). 

What is cinema itself in the sense of Badiou? First and foremost, it is an 

impure art, integrating other arts, but not creating an integral whole: „nothing is 
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pure in the cinema, it is internally and integrally polluted by its situation of being 

one more of the arts.” For Deleuze, cinema are mainly images, for Agamben it is 

the kingdom of gestures and the essence of editing, and for Rancière, cinema is a 

reflection of an aesthetic regime with its ability to freely share what is 

perceivable. For Badiou, on the other hand, cinema, apart from being an impure 

art, which is also mentioned in relation to theatre, in its elementary and 

irreducible existence consists of montages and shots. 

 

After all, cinema is nothing but takes and editing. There is nothing else. 

What I mean is this: There is nothing else that would constitute “the film.” 

It is therefore necessary to argue that, viewed from the vantage point of 

the axiomatic judgment, a film is what exposes the passage of the idea in 

accordance with the take and the editing. How does the idea come to its 

take [prise], how is it overtaken [sur-prise]? And how is it edited, 

assembled? But, above all, the question is the following: What singularity 

is revealed in the fact of being taken and edited in the disparate “plus-one” 

of the arts that we could not previously think or know about the idea?” 

(Badiou, 1998, p. 87).  

 

The impurity of cinema allows, by means of shots and montages, to show 

individual layers and elements of other arts that interpenetrate and move, 

appearing either in excess or in deficiency. The essence of cinema is based on this 

building of cinematic persistence through shots and editing, which, according to 

Badiou, is contained not so much in the image as Deleuze wanted it to be, but in 

the very gesture of cutting. He understands cutting not only in terms of editing as 

a transition from one image to another, but also within the image itself. All the 

operations that contribute to the production of cinematic images - such as 

cropping, camera movement and positioning, frame organization, and lighting – 

are subject to cuts because they frame what is visible, allow a selected part of 

reality to be seen, and make the rest invisible. 

Badiou understands the cut in yet another way, namely by relating it to 

motion and time. However, it is not about the montage itself and the passing of 

images into another, but about the possibility of making images and ideas visible 

through the very fact of their disappearance and the moving status of the images. 
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To better illustrate this claim, Badiou compares cinema to painting. He finds the 

essential difference between them in their relation to time. While painting is 

based on penetrating the present of one image and its contemplation, cinema is 

the art of constant observation of the past, the passing of images. This movement 

of passing is for him an element of the cut which establishes the sense of the 

images insofar as they can pass and shift into new ones (Badiou, 1998, p. 81-82). 

Referring to the temporal cutting of images understood in this way, 

Badiou distinguishes three types of movements that correspond to cinema. First, 

it is what he calls the „eternal transition”, which can again be understood in 

Deleuzian as the continual emergence of images and the creation of their 

meanings in the process of passing images from one image to another. Badiou 

speaks of the second type of movement as distracting the image from itself, 

“which makes it unrepresented, though written.” (Badiou, 1998, p. 81). This can 

be understood as simply showing the possibility of seeing through images, 

materializing cuts through movements that take place in the image. Third, Badiou 

understands movement as „impure circulation” within other arts or artistic 

activities. The three types of movements would concern in turn: the movement of 

images in the cinema, the movement within the images, and the movement 

between the cinema and other arts or activities of aesthetic expression. 

 

5.6. Philosophy, truth, ontology - towards a new philosophy of 

thinking cinema 

 

Most of the scattered and fragmentary discussion of Badiou’s cinema is 

contained in the work entitled Cinema (Badiou, 2013). It is a collection of 

interviews, loose reflections and essays that have appeared in his academic career 

over the five decades of his activity. This work does not constitute a coherent 

argument or a ready, complete and systematic philosophy of cinema that could 

compete with the proposal of Deleuze, a thinker undoubtedly important to 

Badiou, both in terms of being an inspiration and one of the key adversaries. As 

an anecdote, it is worth mentioning that Badiou, a decade younger than Deleuze, 

was a participant in his lectures, which he happened to boycott as part of acts of 

opposition to the views of the author of The Logic of Meaning, proclaimed in the 
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class. Nonetheless, the influence Deleuze’s philosophy had on Badiou’s concepts 

of art and cinema is clear and undeniable, and often expressed directly. 

Cinema, which brings together texts from different periods in Badiou’s 

work, shows what path he has taken, developing his views from an existentialist 

perspective, then being a politically committed Maoist to ground his thought in 

inspiration from Lacanian psychoanalysis, communist theories and Plato’s 

philosophy. What brings him closer to Deleuze in relation to the philosophy of 

cinema is the relationship between cinema and thought and a similar set of issues 

that both thinkers decided to deal with. First and foremost, what does it mean that 

cinema thinks that it can produce ideas autonomously, what is this unique way of 

thinking through cinema about, and how are new forms of expression (new 

thoughts) born in films? 

If we want to talk about a turn in the philosophical reflection on cinema, 

which took place on the one hand in relation to Deleuze, and on the other hand in 

an attempt to rethink the entire Western philosophy after modernism and 

postmodernism, one of the determinants of this turn is the fact of asking questions 

that just a few decades earlier were considered anachronistic or idealistic. As it 

was presented in the chapter devoted to the relationship of philosophy with 

politics and political thought, the reflection on cinema has come a long way in the 

last fifty years, one might say, it has begun to see cinema in its active role as a 

philosophical subject, not only as an object of study. In this sense, the phrase 

proposed in this work is part of a broader trend in the humanities that broadens 

the discussion (on cinema and not only) to those aspects of experience and reality 

that have so far been overlooked.  

When it comes to film thought, it is mainly about the affective turn, that 

is, opening ourselves to examining feelings and emotions and showing that 

cinema not only shows and presents, but also feels and experiences. Thinking 

about cinema in terms of the body and physicality is another aspect of this trend, 

showing that cinema can also be attributed to the categories of corporeality, and 

from this perspective, trying to perceive both films and their experience. 

Philosophical reflection on cinema from the perspective of postmodernism 

complements thinking about cinema from the perspective of corporeality and 

affect with the mental, as well as the spiritual layer, as was already pointed out by 

Deleuze. 
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If we want to search for common threads for the texts contained in work 

Cinema, references to Deleuze and the recognition of the importance of his 

thoughts seem to come to the fore here. Like Agamben and Rancière, Badiou 

simultaneously pays tribute to the author of Cinema and creatively disagrees with 

him, proposing a different direction of philosophical thought about cinema. 

Creative discord occurs elsewhere than in the heroes of previous chapters. For 

Badiou, it will be above all how and where thoughts are born in the cinema. 

Deleuze wrote about philosophy as a practice of creating concepts, inventing 

them, but also about art as an act of creating resistance.  

Badiou believes, which seems to be related to Lacan’s theories, that 

thoughts arise as a result of a disturbance of the symbolic layer when the logical 

and rational order of language is broken and a void arises. Like Lacan, who saw 

deficiency at the basis of human activity and the constitution of subjects, Badiou 

also understood the process of empowerment in a similar sense, which he 

described in conjunction with the procedures of truth and the notion of event. For 

the author, both philosophy and cinema are based on a similar practice of creating 

thoughts, which can be briefly defined as building new meaning relationships in 

the act of editing, juxtaposing elements (both conceptual and visual) in new 

contexts, but not in order to create democratic aesthetics, a multitude of meanings 

for the plurality itself, but to show through these new juxtapositions the 

affirmative aspects of thinking. 

Cinema is for Badiou, as for Deleuze, an ally in thinking, but it does not 

produce either knowledge or understanding. What is more, it does not belong to 

the symbolic layer, although it is expressed through it and creates aesthetic 

worlds. The sense of philosophy and cinema in Badiou can be understood as 

practices of destroying symbolic orders, and above all, their privileged positions 

in explaining the world, naming phenomena, and defining experiences. Like 

Lacan, who opposed the university discourse as producing the structures of 

knowledge and the figures of Masters over them, Badiou proposes to seek 

through philosophy for truths that would be a kind of breakdown of knowledge, 

moments of cracks in language that arise as a result of new relationships (events) 

and contribute to the creation of new, previously non-existent situations. 

Each of the four truth procedures is an act of opposition to the dominant 

structures of power – whether or not it is manifested in the field of politics, state 
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institutions, art, religion, or universities. What is important here is the critical 

aspect of truth procedures that do not exist without reference, i.e., without what 

they can criticize. Art, which is one of the procedures of truth, has no value 

without reference to the contexts that co-create it or which it includes in the field 

of aesthetics. This means that, for Badiou, the value of a work of art does not 

simply stem from its formal organization, technological excellence, popularity, or 

impact on society or the development of art history.  

As for Rancière, the value of art is not determined either by the perfection 

of its autonomous character or by the exemplary mapping of the imposed themes, 

content or representation. At this point, Badiou and Rancière present a similarity 

in understanding art at the intersection of three concepts: aesthetics, politics and 

ethics. For Badiou, a truly political act of art is the presentation of equality and 

justice, which is each time a single act of opposition to how state-imposed (or 

power in some other form) divisions of the perceivable function in society at a 

given historical moment. 

Cinema, which would fulfil such a political and ethical function for 

Badiou, is an art of truth which, like philosophy, is conditioned by four processes. 

Their meaning and role in creating events is each time individual, despite the fact 

that they have similarities and common elements. If we take, for example, love as 

one of the processes of truth, we can define it in its critical and emancipatory role. 

Love, which can be represented and felt in an infinite number of ways, is a 

universal emotional state that cannot be inscribed into the structures of any 

power, it always goes beyond them and can also destroy them. Love, one could 

say, is dangerous to the authorities, because it does not contribute to perpetuating 

the divisions imposed by the authorities. We are talking about love not in the 

sense of a romantic feeling directed at the other person or related to bodily desire 

or sensual feeling. It is about love as a state of being that is devoid of the object it 

is oriented towards, so it is not love for something or someone, but love as a state 

of wholeness, empathy, compassion and the disappearance of aspirations and 

desire as a result of the disappearance of alienation or lacking.  

Love understood in this way is dangerous not only for power, but also for 

the economic system, which is based on generating in people a sense of 

deficiency, incompleteness, and intensification of desire. In addition, being in a 

state of love in the case of people dissolves the need to satisfy the desires that 
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result from the feeling of lack, so not only human activity can change, but also 

thinking about the world and the divisions existing in it. By applying the Badiou 

concept love would then be an event that presents the truth by showing places of 

its non-existence, because it is experiencing in the present time, being immersed 

in experiencing and dissolving timeIt is also a sense of emptiness which is not the 

result of deficiency but the absence of any incompleteness. 

Cinema and love are undoubtedly closely related not only because love is 

a popular theme in films (from melodramas to romantic comedies), it gives 

screenwriters great opportunities to build conflicts, motivate characters, but also 

intensifies the experience of communing with the plot. The most depicted love in 

the film is a romantic love between two people who come together and separate, 

which is supposed to fuel the action of the film. Love is a universal state that does 

not depend on culture, language or origin. The state of being in love is a human, 

immanent state of being, in which such emotions as: peace, fulfilment, happiness, 

empathy, bliss can be expressed. So it is, one might say, a state of presence that 

no longer expresses anything else but itself. There is love also beyond the 

representational logic, which does not mean that it is unpresentable, as it can be 

expressed (filmed) in many ways - in the form of a plot, gestures, words, 

narration, visual and sound layers. This means that there are no linguistic rules or 

representation patterns that would guarantee the existence of love and could be 

clearly transformed into a film form. 

As with love that can happen anytime, anywhere, and with anyone, 

cinema also has the ability to present events that can happen in any space and at 

any time. Is the kind of cinema that Badiou favours not like Rancière’s 

proposition with his aesthetic art regime, where themes and forms of expression 

are democratized and divisions in art are abolished? In this sense, both 

philosophers follow the same line of reasoning with their proposals for the 

democratization of cinema and the discovery of truth beyond history and 

narrative, whatever expressing them in different ways and using different 

terminology. Their deliberations are also related to the philosophical approach to 

cinema by Deleuze. For if cinema is to be a truly philosophical art, then like 

philosophy, which, according to Deleuze, is neither communication, nor rhetoric 

or contemplation, it should not be concerned with telling engaging stories, 

communicating plots, or being entertainment in the first place.  
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Cinema is, of course, art and entertainment at the same time, intended for 

a wide audience, hence getting involved in narratives, plots and conventions are 

of course necessary. Cinema, like no other art, penetrates our everyday 

experience, influences social reality, shapes cultural patterns, aesthetics, and sets 

trends. For Badiou, the wide and easy availability of films is an opportunity for 

cinema to open up to truly egalitarian potential and to democratize both arts and 

life. He links this aspect with the irreducible multiplicity contained in the cinema 

itself, which he describes as art with being impure. 

Impurity is related to the fact that, according to Badiou, cinema as such 

does not have its inherent essence. It is not found in a painting, montage, or 

gesture. Instead of limiting himself to delineating the individual nature of cinema, 

he proposes to consider it as impurity, which he understands in a number of ways. 

First of all, it is about the relationship with other arts. Cinema includes elements 

of photography, music, dance, painting, as well as architecture, theatre and 

literature. It is difficult to completely deprive them of their relationship with other 

arts, without affecting their artistic and aesthetic value. Secondly, cinema is an 

impure art in relation to what Badiou calls non-art, which simply means 

everything that does not fit into the definition of art. He explains this meaningful 

category as follows: 

 

“Impurity. Let’s now examine the relationship between art and non-art in 

cinema. We will then be able to affirm that it is a mass art because it is 

always at the edge of non-art. Cinema is an art particularly laden with 

non-art. An art that is always full of trite forms. Owing to a large number 

of its ingredients, cinema is always beneath art. Even its most obvious 

artistic successes include an immanent infinity of shoddy ingredients, of 

blatant bits of non-art. It could be argued that, at every stage of its brief 

existence, cinema has explored the border between art and what is not art. 

It is located on this border. It incorporates the new forms of existence, be 

they art or non-art, and it makes a certain selection among them, albeit 

never a complete one. And so, in any film, even a pure masterpiece, you 

can find a great number of banal images, trite materials, stereotypes, 

images seen a hundred times elsewhere, completely trivial things” 

(Badiou, 2013, p. 238).  
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The impurity of cinema in relation to everything that the philosopher 

describes as non-art falls into three categories. First of all, it is a way of 

experiencing cinema, which can take various forms: from group meetings, 

weekend dates to filling the silence in the room, having fun with friends, etc. 

Here, cinema is not understood as an event, but as an escapist activity that is 

primarily intended to non-film value; social, cultural and psychological. The 

second category is the type of film production that determines the artistic value of 

the work or its purpose. As non-art in this category, Badiou calls industrial 

production, the main purpose of which is to generate the highest possible income. 

The third category is video content in terms of content. Here, in turn, Badiou 

points to the content in films of all kinds of banal images and conventions, 

repeated many times, but necessary for the purpose of reproducing film culture, 

facilitating the transmission of meanings and plots to a mass audience. 

The impure nature of cinema, with which Badiou goes beyond the 

considerations of the individual essence, the specificity of the cinema medium or 

the innate nature of moving images, is what constitutes an opportunity for cinema 

as a truly democratic art. This opportunity lies in the potential to open up to the 

event and present it to a wide audience. On the other hand, impurity is also a 

nuisance for cinema, which must constantly redefine its status, develop in relation 

to other arts, balance with the status of impurity in order to create new qualities at 

the intersection of various forms of expression, media and styles, the values of 

which will in turn be a combination of art as the procedure of truth and all those 

elements that make films watched by mass audience. 

  

“It is effectively impossible to think cinema outside of something like a 

general space in which we could grasp its connection to the other arts. 

Cinema is the seventh art in a very particular sense. It does not add itself 

to the other six, while remaining on the same level as them. Rather, it 

implies them – cinema is the “plus-one” of the arts. It operates on the 

other arts, using them as its starting point, in a movement that subtracts 

them from themselves” (Badiou, 2013, p. 89). 
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5.7. From impurity to politics – new directions for critical cinema 

 

Apart from containing love, art and science, cinema in Badiou’s project 

can also be defined in relation to another truth-generating procedure – politics. 

For Badiou, political thoughts about cinema coincide with his understanding of 

the philosophical and artistic nature of cinema, and it is possible to bring down all 

his reflections on art around concepts that reflect its political and ethical role. It is 

not about recognizing the supremacy of a political perspective that would be more 

important than the others, but about showing the interpenetration of concepts 

developed by the philosopher and the possibility of using them to reflect on 

various topics. Undoubtedly, Badiou can be classified as a critical thinker, who 

emphasizes political commitment and the inclusion of external contexts that 

currently condition the conditions of the existence of Western societies and 

entities participating in them.  

So, as was the case with Agamben and Rancière and indirectly with 

Deleuze, Badiou’s political approach to cinema should be problematized 

accordingly. This will allow not only to organize the author’s concepts presented 

above, but above all, it will enable observation of the identity of reflections 

among contemporary philosophers of cinema and will also provide an answer to 

the question of what political cinema is for contemporary European philosophers. 

In this context, Deleuze has become the founder of a new perspective on the 

political approach to cinema that is “yet to come”. Agamben and Rancière 

somehow added their chapters to the philosophy of contemporary political 

cinema, which describes its definition completely differently than the thinkers of 

the last century. So how does Badiou’s thought fit into this philosophical 

landscape? 

 For the sake of argumentation, let us quote the structure of Badiou’s 

reasoning. According to the thinker, the logic of the development of cinema goes 

towards the simultaneous purification of one’s own means of expression and 

“contamination” with other arts. This double movement is based on cleansing 

oneself of elements that do not have – in the sense given by Badiou – artistic 

qualities and including other arts in the definition of cinema in order to expand 

their nature. Therefore, cinema can be called a constantly cleansing, purifying 
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impure art, which, by virtue of this constant movement, continues in its 

transformation, constantly creating new, previously non-existent events; meetings 

between the arts, situations that enable the truth to exist. Cinema enables ideas 

previously absent to emerge through new connections, new events, new 

encounters and quality. In the simplest terms, it can be illustrated by the 

emergence of new film forms, the mixing of genres, the inclusion of visual and 

plastic arts, dance, music, theatre, animation, painting and architecture in cinema 

– creating a multitude of narrative and aesthetic forms. 

 However, let us go a step further in our considerations, because the mere 

statement that cinema is a mixture of other arts and produces new forms of 

expression is quite obvious and does not contribute much to understanding how 

this relates to the political nature of cinema and its philosophical character. 

Cinema not only enables new encounters between arts and forms, showing that in 

films the creator’s imagination is almost limitless. This imagination and the 

inclusion of new forms, arts and means of expression in the cinema are guided by 

a certain narrative logic, which enables the clarity of the ideas conveyed and the 

ability to experience the “poetry of meetings” created by cinema. To put it simply, 

in order for something new to emerge, new quality, form of expression, genre to 

come into existence in the film, it is important to include the act of creativity and 

imagination in the context of existing forms and narratives, so that it is possible to 

experience them sensually and create their meanings. According to Badiou, 

cinema expresses the truth of an idea, but for this to happen, it must make it 

perceptible/sensible. Cinema of truth that the author talks about is therefore 

subject to certain operations of making visible the visibility itself or, in Rancière’s 

words, a new division of what is sensible. 

 This is also where the political dimension of cinema for Badiou will be 

expressed. By departing from non-artistic forms of visibility, which can be 

understood as producing mass imagination, lulling the viewer and his cognitive 

abilities, cinema is designed to introduce a new kind of presence into the areas of 

sensibility, which are to go beyond the logic of images inscribed in the pattern of 

desire and its fulfilment, and open the “political void”, that is, breaking with 

representation and its regime – after Rancière. Badiou’s reasoning is very similar 

to that of Rancière. In order to present what he bases on the political dimension of 

cinema, which results from reflections on its ontological and aesthetic nature, he 
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introduces the concept of “false movements of cinema” (Badiou, 2013, p. 88).  

 Why is the author talking about the false movements of the cinema, while 

claiming that they have the ability to open up to the truth of the Idea at the same 

time? Badiou’s reasoning is somewhat reminiscent of Plato’s approach, who saw 

art as distant from the Idea, thus having the ability to represent it, somewhat 

imperfect and mediated. In the same way, the author of Being and Event treats 

cinema, which has the ability to make truth present through the movements that 

mediate between sensual perception and the Idea. If he treats being as an 

indivisible multiplicity that cannot be reduced to dialectical divisions, a 

distinction between the whole and the parts, then all the operations of cinema 

which come down to creating visibility are necessarily based on a partial 

surrender of being by introducing movements, stopping, and extracting the 

visible, the parts that become visible in the image - the count-for-one mentioned 

above. The false movements of the cinema are thus based on these count-for-one 

procedures which present the multiplicity of a being through its division, the 

introduction of an illusory unity, a coherent multiplicity. 

Cinema for Badiou is a model of reality, though much easier to navigate 

by showing the processes that condition it and which it conditions. If all the 

observable and perceivable forms both in the world and in cinema belong to what 

the philosopher calls a coherent multiplicity, as a consequence being as a unity or 

incoherent multiplicity is not observable, does not appear in any form. It is, 

according to the philosopher, nothing – pure emptiness, void. He calls it the 

impasse of being on the brink of an incoherent and coherent multiplicities. He 

writes about it in the following way: 

 

If the one is not, (the) nothing is’ also means that it is only in 

completely thinking through the non-being of the one that the 

name of the void emerges as the unique conceivable presentation 

of what supports, as unpresentable and as pure multiplicity, any 

plural presentation that is, any one-effect (Badiou, 2006, p. 36). 

 

Being is thus present in reality, in this counting-as-one operation, as reduced in 

the act of presentation, which, as Badiou argues, is never unity as such, but 

multiplicity treated as one. This happens, one might say, for the sake of 
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perception and experience, which requires sensory-cognizable forms to create 

aesthetic meanings and qualities. 

The principle of any presentation is count-for-one. In this operation, a 

kind of “suture” of being and presentation takes place in the form of a situation 

that contains a multiplicity but manifests itself as a relative, separate whole. It can 

therefore be concluded that the operation of framing the multiplicity in the 

framework of the situation is a kind of fiction, the task of which is to go beyond 

the void and create names, orders, stories and events. 

Badiou makes an important distinction that will have its political and 

artistic ramifications in cinema. Counting-as-one is the act of presenting a 

multiplicity within a given situation, but if the counting itself is counted and 

accounted for in a specific situation, then we are dealing not with the presentation 

of the multiplicity but with its representation. Presentation is for Badiou 

something closer to being, less mediated, while representation is distant from it 

by creating additional symbolic structures. Presentation is opening up to being 

through showing the multiplicity that creates situations, so it is also opening to 

emptiness, non-naming - space beyond the structure of language. The 

presentation is therefore a kind of exceptional and unique singularity, peculiarity, 

while representation can be easily reproduced, duplicated, controlled and thus 

incorporated into the logic of power, desire, management of the perceived. 

Badiou’s attitude is then, like Deleuze’s, anti-semiological. He contrasts the 

presentation with representation in the same way that Rancière speaks of cinema 

as truth and history (narration) as a lie. 

Representation is a fiction of identities that assume the costumes of 

relative and apparent wholes that are characterized by a closed attitude, i.e., 

creating a finite frame of cognition inside one’s own structures, not extending 

beyond what they want to be. Looking for a translation of these statements into 

the space of cinema, the goal of most genre or popular cinema - to put it simply - 

is to create closed narratives and scenarios that will contain all the components of 

being that are necessary to recognize the plot and create meanings. This means 

that such films will create narratives that are only one version of the possible 

multiplicity, while the meanings and frames of experiencing them will fit in with 

the predetermined logics of reception. The characters in the film will represent 

certain attitudes, behave in ways that reflect the logic of these attitudes, and the 
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structure of the plot will lead to the formulation of certain truths about the world. 

Of course, there may be exceptions to this formula, it is only talking about two 

types of tendencies that occur in cinema and are the result of different ways of 

talking and thinking about the world. 

 Representation - for Badiou - closes itself to the void and is an expression 

of the mediation of being not only through the means of cinematographic 

expression, technological possibilities of the camera, acting techniques, but also 

world views and rationality, which exists in reality already experienced as a kind 

of representation. If we want to use an easy example, let us reach for love again 

as an emotion / state of being, which in genre cinema most often appears as a 

representation – and not a presentation. What does it mean? Genre films, 

especially romantic comedies, include love in the logic of representation by 

creating a structure of the scheme of its possibility of existence, experiencing and 

experiencing. 

Love in romantic comedies is first and foremost something that the 

characters may be deprived of, that they can achieve through reconciliation with 

another person, and that requires a conflict-laden path to be possible. Love is 

codified as an exclusively romantic feeling, difficult to access, requiring 

sacrifices, desires, and fights. Love is not only included in the logic of desire, it is 

also appropriately anesthetized and represented in sensual, visual and aesthetic 

forms: between people of a specific beauty, in specific environments, space, time, 

between individuals from specific social groups, in specific life situations. This 

leads to a situation in which the duplicated scheme of representation of love is 

incorporated into the structures of the experienced reality - market logic, power 

structures, social norms, orders, prohibitions, rationality. While one multiplicity 

scenario is replicated, all others are blocked, creating hierarchies and domination 

structures. In genre or popular cinema, situations are most often represented by 

precise suture, i.e., symbolic structures that are predetermined and defined, 

preventing the occurrence of an event - singularity, which in the space of art 

constitutes opening to being as a void, while in the space of reality it can create 

the basis for the emergence of a political act of resistance to power. 

This is where Badiou finds the political potential of cinema, which has the 

ability and potential to go beyond the structures of representation and open up to 

the void of cognition, which is the act of going beyond the structures of imposed 
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understanding and experience. The truth of cinema is based on this political 

gesture of going beyond what has already been named, defined and presented, 

and the presentation of what cannot be inscribed into pre-existing symbolic 

structures, the language of power, the logic of desire. The state as an oppressive 

power structure uses the logic of representation by defining and naming all 

possible types of attitudes and situations in primarily legal language. There is no 

room for singularities outside the structures of law, order of power, outside 

established social norms. The state - according to Badiou - is based on the 

progressive activity of grasping all manifestations of life into the structures of 

power by incorporating them into language and imposing on them a set of norms, 

rules and prohibitions. The logic of the state is thus based on the counting-as-one 

effect: 

 

The State is simply the necessary metastructure of every historical-

social situation, which is to say the law that guarantees that there is 

Oneness, not in the immediacy of society-that is always provided 

for by a non-state structure-but amongst the set of its subsets. It is 

this one-effect that Marxism designates when it says that the State 

is ‘the State of the ruling class’. If this formula is supposed to 

signify that the State is an instrument ‘possessed’ by the ruling 

class, then it is meaningless (Badiou, 2006, p. 105).  

 

As a result, the modern state is guided by the logic created by capitalism, while 

protecting and supporting the interests of the capitalist class. The state and 

capitalism combine the structures of power and interests, economic benefit 

functions inextricably in the structures of state management. 

In this context, a political act that can be initiated by cinema as art (and 

other truth-generating procedures) is opposition to the power structures imposed 

by the state and capitalism. A political act can only take place in a grassroots 

movement, because it is not in the interest of the state to create engaged art, 

presentation, forms of expression that would open up to cognition, truth, event, 

emptiness. In this sense, cinema can be political by creating non-capitalist images 

that do not represent, breaking with the representational logic of the state and the 

market, creating truths that have not existed so far, creating images that break the 
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logic of power - whether on the level of emotions, visibility, desire or knowledge. 

In this field, there is a general agreement between the reasoning of Badiou, 

Agamben and Rancière in their approach to the political involvement of cinema. 

Badiou also calls the political involvement of cinema “singular 

communism”, which consists in making events accessible to everyone without 

exception. Creating events, which is a political intervention, is supposed to 

introduce elements of emptiness, to break down the rules of representation that 

function in space and time. Generativity consists in the fact that initiating the 

processes of truth within a given field - be it art, politics, knowledge or power - 

begins to function with an increasing scope and becomes more and more 

accessible to all. Representation structures cannot survive any longer and must 

take into account new qualities. 

A good and clear example in cinema of such a breakdown of 

representation structures through the breakdown of truth processes is the change 

in the paradigm of showing time – from the image-movement cinema to the time-

image. The aesthetic and narrative structures of the cinematic representations of 

events and their temporal setting could no longer be maintained, not because the 

background of material representations of movement and time in the film was 

exhausted. It was the result of the outbreak of the worldview and existential 

crisis, which was the aftermath of the outbreak of war, which brutally discovered 

the flaws and inefficiencies of Western societies. The turn in film ways of 

manifesting the aesthetic dimensions of reality, which was reflected in the entire 

background of film means of expression - editing, narration, framing, camera 

movements - began to initiate new situations, presentations, new ways of 

experiencing films, experiencing images, perceiving plots, etc. that we owe war 

to the emergence of all the new trends in cinematography and creative, 

experimental movements in the cinema of the last century. 

Of course, many of these unique treatments and innovative styles have 

entered the cinema for good, have been taken over by genre cinema, and have 

been embedded in the principles of conventional representation of events in films. 

However, this does not mean their failure, but a success on the way to introducing 

permanent changes in the rules of creating representations, capturing being 

through symbolic logic. The task of truly critical cinema is to constantly push the 

boundaries in representation, and it is a process, not a one-time activity. 
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According to Badiou, cinema, as a procedure of truth, is able to change reality not 

by what it perceives in it, but by what is missing in it, and what may only appear 

in it. 

Conversely, artistic cinema is also entangled in the logic of representation 

imposed by the industrial mode of production, primarily Hollywood cinema. 

Cinema as an impure art is in a constant process of entering and leaving relations 

with other arts, industrially imposed representation or what it deems non-artistic. 

The philosopher emphasizes the act of purifying, filtering through cinema what is 

included in it. However, this should be distinguished from the practice of elite art, 

high art, which, in his opinion, leads to an unproductive formalism that cuts itself 

off from life. Badiou has a slightly different attitude from Rancière in this respect. 

While the latter equates the artistic practices of high art and postmodernists as 

aesthetic regime art, Badiou notices in high art the danger of excessive separation, 

which can lead to the effect of a complete purification of art and its end. 

The artistic attitude he would like to see in filmmakers would be based on 

the act of filtering, a process of purification by finding in cinema such elements, 

forms and images that have been incorporated into it from the outside and 

represent someone’s interests, unrelated to the artistic experience of films. 

Reasoning similarly to Agamben and Debord, he looks for images of the 

spectacle in cinema, i.e., such visual representations of reality that fall into 

capitalist logic and serve economic or political interests - at least non-artistic. 

In cinema, Badiou finds five kinds of “privileged operators” that 

appropriate the visual sphere by imposing their own narrative patterns and 

aesthetic structures. These are: pornographic nudity, special effects of natural 

disasters, couple, romantic intimacy, social melodrama, and pathological cruelty 

(Badiou, 2014, p. 114. These images strongly affect the imagination of recipients 

by influencing their senses and emotions, creating at the same time representative 

and symbolic patterns for the reproduction of their feelings. As a result, they 

influence the actual feeling of desire, fear, love, aggression, romantic feelings in 

the way that is imposed by representational templates. The artistic cinema that 

Badiou would like to see would be to purify these patterns of representation by 

giving up cliché patterns of presenting and feeling specific emotions and 

proposing new ideas that are not manifestations of fears or desires, freed from 

capitalist logic, and also not easily profitable. 
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Of course, we will maintain the idea that the artistic operations of 

modernity consist in purifying visible and audible materials of 

everything which binds them to the domination of representation, 

identification and realism. But we will add that the current 

challenge is that of extending the treatment of everything which 

binds the materials to the pure formal consumption of images and 

sounds, whose privileged operators today are: pornographic nudity, 

the cataclysmic special effect, the intimacy of the couple, social 

melodrama, and pathological cruelty. For it is only by purifying 

these operators, while recognizing their necessity, that one gives 

oneself the chance of encountering a real in situation, and thus of 

assuring the passage, or the visitation, of a new cinema-idea 

(Badiou, 2014, p. 114).   

 

The logic of political cinema in Badiou is based on a constant struggle 

with the commercial properties of contemporary images. In this approach, it is 

similar to Deleuze’s reasoning about art as an act of continuous resistance. In 

Badiou’s work, the fight takes place in the space of freeing images from being 

appropriated by market logic, the mechanisms of desire and submission, and the 

inclusion in the field of films of new proposals for the configuration of the 

aesthetic dimensions of cognition and experience in order to show the existence 

of new possibilities of life, new interpersonal relations, other divisions in the 

world or even at the level of everyday human life and its spatial-temporal 

organization. 

The filmmakers Badiou considers representatives of truly political and 

artistic cinema include: Godard, Wenders, Kiarostami, Oliveira, Straub, Huillet 

(Badiou, 2014, p. 110). Thus, the philosopher does not deal with the films of 

these artists as such, with the profiles of artists or with historical approaches to 

the development of different artistic forms. This is due to his approach to what 

cinema is for him and how it should be considered today. He recognizes that 

cinematic modernism has reached the end of its forms of expression, that is, it has 

purified itself in its film form to the point that it is time to turn towards different 

direction (Badiou, 2014, p. 123). As a philosopher who rejects dialectical thinking 
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in the classical sense, he is not interested in recreating and thinking through the 

usual divisions in the field of cinema into creators, authors and their film works, 

film as an object, artist as a subject. 

Without thinking about these divisions, Badiou’s cinema itself considers 

from the point of view of other individuals - not the films or filmmakers 

themselves, but specific film moments, moments that make possible the 

occurrence of what he describes as an event (Badiou, 2014, p. 114). In the first 

step, the procedures enabling the occurrence of an event in films consist in 

clearing non-artistic elements from films, mainly the aforementioned capitalist 

images, or in other words, schemes of visual representations of emotions, which 

are subject to the laws of bringing financial profits (Badiou, 2014, p. 114). Using 

Agamben’s reasoning, this movement in Badiou’s work can be compared to an 

act of profanation, that is, tearing images out of symbolic structures that impose 

meanings in advance and over which there is some higher authority, institution, 

knowledge that claims the right to generate meanings and blocks possibilities. 

undermining it. Only after this act of purification is it possible to open up to the 

political potential of cinema, which can again be compared to what Agamben 

called opening to potential. 

Purifying what is non-artistic in cinema, undermining the industrial 

foundations of cinema and rejecting the codified narrative, aesthetics and 

conventions that have become present in genre cinema are the basic critical 

movements of political cinema, open, which position it in relation to commercial, 

conservative cinema, closed to exploration emancipatory potential in images and 

film form. The positive dimension of political cinema understood in this way 

goes a step further from modernist or postmodern cinema, which, according to the 

philosopher, was based primarily on negative procedures, i.e., denying one’s 

position, reducing the film form, talking about one’s own impossibilities, games 

with the film form itself, focusing on experiments that undermine the ontological 

and epistemological statuses of cinema (Badiou, 2014, p. 114). 

 Here we can observe a certain difference in Badiou’s reasoning in relation 

to Rancière, who united the cinema of modernism and postmodernism under the 

common name of the aesthetic regime of the arts. According to Badiou, cinema of 

modernism would still belong to the logic of the representational regime, because 

he sees it as a type of cinema closed within itself, modifying and reducing the 
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film form in terms of its aesthetics, not going fully beyond its boundaries to meet 

the external conditions of life – social, political, economic. Modern cinema and 

the aforementioned artists - Godard, Straub, Kiarostami, Oliveira, Wenders - 

would be at the junction of two regimes, because they open up to new cinematic 

situations, allow viewers to observe moments in which cinema breaks with 

classical narrative, capitalist images, often showing mechanisms powers that led 

to specific images. These artists broke with the coherent semantic, aesthetically 

and narratively layer of films, showed how cinema functions in the market 

circulation, films are products and specific images or scenes are created to meet 

the desires or expectations of viewers, whatever imposed on them. 

As for the first of the types of images mentioned by Badiou - 

pornographic representation of sex - he does not find satisfactory artistic practices 

in cinema that would critically oppose the schemes of incorporating desire and 

pleasure into the ways of representing love (Badiou, 2014, p. 119). This is an 

important challenge for the philosopher for critical cinema. Another challenge is 

to present cinematic images of cataclysms and global catastrophes in such a way 

as to break with the duplicated aesthetic and narrative patterns that were created 

primarily by American cinema of the last century. The philosopher is primarily 

concerned with showing several aspects of climate disasters.  

First, the restoration of humanity’s active role as a factor responsible for 

these disasters. Genre films, especially commercial ones, usually either do not 

show the causes of environmental disasters or show the inability to avoid them or 

their inevitability. In reality, the viewer is faced with his helplessness, and the 

films confirm his status as an individual who is neither responsible for anything 

nor has an active role in the process of climate change. Commercial films, above 

all, carefully hide the fact that capitalism, with its overproduction of goods, 

exploitation of nature, and neglect of the planet, may be behind ecological 

disasters (Badiou, 2014, p. 119). 

The very fact of hiding or not showing the causes of changes is 

complemented by showing the effects, consequences and ways of coping with the 

problems that arise. In commercial films, there is usually a figure of a superhero 

with superhuman abilities that effectively prevents disasters, as a result of which 

the world returns to “normal” and we can continue to enjoy life, knowing that we 

are safe and always with the help of an unusual, chosen individual with super 
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powers and a mission to save the world. Such a narrative scheme again deprives 

people of an active role in preventing and combating disasters, showing that both 

the causes of disasters do not belong to issues dependent on man and his 

activities, and that help is not achievable by an ordinary person, groups or social 

organizations. The way of representing ecological catastrophes does not propose 

patterns of solving dangers, it shows that the common man has no driving force 

and is unable to do anything, he can only wait passively for the appearance of 

individuals with powers beyond human abilities. 

Referring to Badiou’s reasoning, in this structure of representation the 

order is predetermined, the truth belongs to the transcendent forces (Badiou, 

2014, p. 119), man is doomed to passively participate in the struggle of forces and 

elements and wait for the results of the confrontation of opposing forces. The 

political dimension of cinema in this case concerns the fight against the ideology 

behind cinematic representations of disasters and dealing with them by revealing 

their real causes and realizing possible strategies of resistance. As a critical 

philosopher, Badiou primarily points to capitalism and the free market economy, 

whose mechanisms of functioning and exploitation of both people and nature are 

at the root of ecological disasters, which are often overlooked in the narrative film 

(Badiou, 2013, p. 146). 

When we talk about the political dimension of cinema, which is based on 

the purification of cinematic images, Badiou also points to the impurity of cinema 

in relation to other arts. In this sense, the logic of operating films is based on 

„parasitizing” other arts by incorporating them into their aesthetics, in order to 

then remove impurities that do not serve cinema and leave only what is useful for 

cinema (Badiou, 2013, p. 93). What does the philosopher mean here? He is an 

example of music, which has permanently entered the circulation of film 

aesthetics and narration, today it is difficult to imagine narrative films completely 

devoid of it. 

Badiou reflects on the relationship between music and cinema, the ways in 

which creators incorporate the musical layer into their films and the meaning of 

these operations. But it is not the music itself but its elementary properties; 

qualities that constitute each piece of music. He especially looks at rhythm and 

how the cinema borrowed the concept of rhythm from music in order to develop 

it in layers beyond the musical - visual, movement, compositional, acting, 
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narrative. Out of everything that belongs to the properties of music, Badiou 

chooses rhythm as what significantly enriches the formal layer of films and 

allows experimenting on a level unrelated to their content. Rhythm is present in 

films on many levels of their aesthetic organization: in editing, camera 

movement, acting, colours, composition of frames, speed of action, etc. As the 

philosopher writes about it: 

 

Rhythm engages every element of the film, and not only the 

organization of shots and sequences. For example, the style of 

acting or the intensity of the colours contribute to rhythm just as 

much as the speed of the succession of shots. At base, rhythm is 

the general pulsation of film transitions. Music is a type of 

immediate commentary upon the latter, often purely redundant or 

emphatic. Yet it is clearly rhythm which ties cinema to music 

(Badiou, 2013, p. 147).  

 

Naturally rhythm is not only a physical property of music, it is present in physical 

reality, in nature, in space. However, it was music that made the movement more 

noticeable, exposed in art, and manifested on various levels of the formal 

organization of works of art. 

Reflecting on rhythm in cinema, Badiou follows the historical trajectory 

of the existence of music in film in its philosophical perspective. He distinguishes 

three types of it, which in the last century dominated the ways of its appearance in 

films. Firstly, it is post-romantic music, the task of which was to maintain the 

tones of images and scenes, and to extract their tonal layer. Then he distinguishes 

jazz music, which he places in one category with rock music, techno, youth 

music. Finally, the third type of film music for him is a gesture of breaking with 

musical tonality (Badiou, 2013, p. 147), creating logical or narrative relationships 

between the emotional and tonal layers, and creating a “universe of musical 

singularities” (Badiou, 2013, p. 147). The movement that can be observed in 

changing the ways music exists in cinema is the movement towards separation 

and fragmentation, which apparently exists in the aesthetics of music videos, TV 

commercials, vlogs, and commercial product promotion films. 

Badiou’s political reasoning in the relationship between cinema and music 
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is based on the rethinking of the role and meaning of rhythm in films, which 

would be able to combine cinema with music in such a way as to bring out its 

values as art, while maintaining its own artistic values. Badiou approaches the 

subject in a contributory way, he does not propose any specific tools or aesthetics 

that would allow him to satisfactorily propose methods of combining cinema with 

other arts based on philosophical and political postulates. His deliberations on this 

issue take the form of regretting the fact that artistic cinema has abandoned the 

legacy of contemporary music, which could help rediscover rhythm in cinema by 

incarnating in visual and movement spaces. 

Badiou also pays attention to reflecting on the relationship between 

cinema and theatre, bringing to the fore here the figure of the actor and the acting 

techniques that cinema uses. The question posed by the philosopher is: who is a 

contemporary film actor? (Badiou, 2013, p. 148). Once again, Badiou proposes a 

classification based on the modes of existence of acting which take away its 

artistic dimension. As he did in the case of paintings, he distinguishes acting 

based on the visual aspect, sexualizing film characters, emphasizing aesthetic 

attractiveness and arousing desire, building characters based on the dialectics of 

bad - good, enemy - hero, violence - rescue and creating characters based on 

superhuman abilities, whose identity is based on a sense of mission and saving 

the world from catastrophes.  

Of course, its division is very simplified, but it concerns popular cinema, 

which focuses on building expressive characters that can be easily catalogued in 

relation to motivations or moral attitudes and with which the viewer can easily 

identify. Badiou also mentions the models of masculinity and femininity in 

cinema, which remain extremely conservative and are based on the distinction: 

male - active, strong, fighting, female - weak, decorative, defenceless (Badiou, 

2013, p. 148). Once again, however, Badiou does not refer to any film examples, 

it is difficult to identify the specific range of films on which he bases his 

recognition. Nevertheless, it is worth taking a closer look at his proposal to purify 

theatrical acting by incorporating it into the cinema and modifying it for the 

purposes of creating commercial films. 

In a manner analogous to the previous reflections, the philosopher is about 

giving up dialectically perceived acting, which is imposed in advance with a 

representation scheme that the viewer can only read in the key of easily 
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recognizable oppositions. In popular cinema, Badiou would like to see subtle 

acting, non-obvious, one that opens up to cognition, and not confined within a 

fixed network of possible meanings. In this case, the political intervention of 

cinema is the act of purifying Hollywood acting by rejecting the patterns of 

“normative subjectivity” of capitalist neuroses (Badiou, 2013, p. 148) and turning 

to the poetization of both the image and the acting itself. Once again, however, 

Badiou does not propose specific methods or tools that would purify acting, but 

only indicates the direction in which it should follow. 

The essence of the Badiou project, as it was in the case of Rancière, 

Agamben and Deleuze, is not to offer ready-made tools to be used in the creation 

of critically engaged cinema, political artistic interventions or finding the truth 

that may appear at the intersection of images, arts, the language of the movie. 

Thinking about Badiou’s cinema allows us to outline the philosophical stakes and 

concepts that, when properly considered and incorporated into the field of film 

practice, can be used to initiate critical thinking in cinema and through cinema 

and to expand the possibilities of sensual and rational influence of films on 

viewers. Badiou formulates a structural map of concepts and movements that 

enable us to think about cinema in terms of an open artistic practice that is 

capable of producing concepts and ideas. Cinema, according to the philosopher, 

thinks and creates ideas on the basis of the three movements that are available to 

him. First, cinema is a sort of global “visitations of ideas” movement, a place 

where an idea can happen and flow constantly. 

 

Cinema is visitation: The idea of what I will have seen or heard 

lingers on to the very extent that it passes. To organize within the 

visible the caress proffered by the passage of the idea, this is the 

operation of cinema. Each and every time, the possibility of 

cinema is reinvented by the operations proper to a particular artist 

(Badiou, 2013, p. 88). 

 

Secondly, the idea in cinema can manifest itself through the generative 

processes of self-purification of cinema, which, according to Badiou, constitute 

its essence - constantly cleansing unclean art. Thirdly, the mixing of the arts in the 

cinema, a kind of pollution of the cinema, which is complemented by the 
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purification movement, is the third movement of the cinema that enables cinema 

to think and create ideas. It is these three movements that create for Badiou the 

true poetics of cinema, which opens up to ideas and cognition. These three 

movements of cinema make it possible for ideas to come into existence in the 

cinema by enabling the creation of events, opening up to the procedures of truth, 

including language, philosophy and other arts in the cinema. Their goal in each 

case is to develop critical strategies against capitalist methods of capturing 

images and representations for the purpose of creating commercial cinema, based 

on established narrative patterns, serving to include, not activate, the viewer into 

an experience ultimately based on the commodification of aesthetics and 

cinematic images. 

Badiou sums up his considerations in the key of thinking about cinema, 

which brings him closer to the thoughts of Rancière and Agamben, because it 

consists in profaning “holy, market” images, tearing them away from the 

capitalist representative regime in order to be able to offer viewers, treated as 

equal thinkers, new kinds of existence of ideas, truths, aesthetics, meetings 

between concepts or situations which, due to their uniqueness or new qualities, 

will have the ability to open up to freedom and new sensuality and to explode the 

existing ways of experiencing and perceiving, both in cinema and in everyday 

life. 

FINAL CONCLUSIONS – TOWARDS NEW PHILOSOPHICAL CINEMA OF 

FREEDOM – HOLY MOTORS 

 

6.1. Conclusions  

 

This dissertation focused primarily on illustrating the philosophical 

consequences of new ways of presenting cinema as part of contemporary critical 

reflections, inspired by Deleuze’s film ideas and the tradition of European 

philosophy. As it has been shown, all the presented philosophical projects, despite 

the fact that they were developed - and still are - individually and their authors 

created a number of qualitatively new philosophical concepts, share a strong bond 

of a similar approach to the ways of thinking about cinema, its role and critical 
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possibilities in the contemporary, capitalistic world. 

The similarities were presented in the number of contexts which allowed 

to combine these various thoughts under the common name of contemporary 

critical film philosophies against postmodernism. The very reference and 

focusing of the presented philosophers around the figure of the author of Cinema 

was an important, but not the most important moment of the confluence of their 

individual projects. In each case, the necessity to go further, rewrite the thoughts 

contained in Cinema, or simply, agree or reject the ideas contained in it and go in 

a different direction of thinking about images and movement, was evident. This 

different direction was determined primarily by the contexts of external social, 

political and economic conditions, the search for a partner for critical thinking in 

the cinema, and the need to include the concepts of politics, ethics and aesthetics 

in the philosophical reflection on cinema. 

Deleuze’s work, constituting a turning point in the philosophical approach 

to the subject of cinema, and the last complete and exhaustive philosophy of 

cinema on the subject, helped in a more structured view of how today’s thinkers, 

coming from the same philosophical tradition, after almost forty years Since the 

publication of Cinema, they present cinema in relation to philosophical thought 

and economic, artistic and social contexts that were unknown to Deleuze. In order 

to concisely summarize their achievements, it is worth quoting the key concepts 

around which each of them organized their thoughts, despite the fact that they did 

not relate to each other and built philosophical concepts that did not exist before, 

which they gave new meanings and functions. The illustration of the similarities 

between these concepts has become the leading motive for delineating the 

structure and narrative of argumentation in this work. Quoting them again will 

allow in this summary a more efficient and clear reference to all the moments 

common to all philosophers to whom the work has been devoted. 

Although the academic perspective in the dissertation was deliberately 

focused on the philosophical consequences of contemporary film thought, its 

critical inclinations and the definition of key concepts that testify to the current 

thought trend, a film example will be provided on the last pages of the thesis, 

which will allow for a better understanding of the possible translation of abstract 

philosophical thought into the language of the film and its form. So far, the films 

that appeared in the dissertation were primarily those to which philosophers 
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themselves referred, or which openly manifested their philosophical and critical 

potential on the level of form, themes and fables. 

In the final part of the work, in order to summarize the key thoughts of all 

contemporary philosophers, an example will be given how, in the spirit of new 

ways of combining thoughts and images, politics and aesthetics, philosophy and 

cinema, one can create narrative cinema with plots, characters, dramatic (or post-

dramatic) and elements of classic narrative patterns. This film will be Holy 

motors (2012) by Leos Carax - a work that can perfectly fit into the philosophical 

projects of Agamben, Rancière, Badiou and Deleuze. 

The difference between this film and those that have appeared in the 

dissertation so far is its experimental potential in the narrative and fable layer, 

combining elements of commercial with critical cinema, philosophizing through 

the image while telling a story and not manifesting its political and aesthetic 

potential in a way open and sophisticated. In addition, the film was made at a 

time when the philosophical thoughts of Rancière, Agamben and Badiou were 

gaining in importance, postmodernism was losing its critical, political and artistic 

potential, and artistic and authorial cinema sought new means of expression and 

language that would not be a direct continuation or a simple contradiction by 

negation of modernism or postmodernism. Holy Motors follows this trend, being 

a film that may resemble a modernist or postmodern work in terms of stylistics 

and experiments with narration, but when we apply the grid of concepts proposed 

by contemporary cinema philosophers, it turns out that it goes beyond these two 

philosophical and artistic trends. 

In his two-part work, Deleuze cited many film examples, scenes, takes 

and directors, but his approach bore the hallmarks of proposing a finite 

classification of images and characters in cinema in relation to its entire history. 

The use of existing films and images had its justification, as the philosopher 

wanted to designate a set of all possible ways of composing movement and time 

in a film image. It is somewhat different in the case of contemporary philosophers 

who are oriented to the possible political impact of images, their creative and 

critical potential in relation to (future) reality - including the economic system 

that dominates the entire socio-political organization of today’s Western societies. 

By setting certain directions that they want to follow both the philosophy of 

cinema and the artistic practice itself, they are not able to clearly define what kind 
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of paintings and films will meet their expectations. They do not describe the 

actual impact of films on reality, but their “yet to come” artistic possibilities. 

They also do not use specific, imposed directives, their ambitions in terms of 

creating comprehensive philosophies of cinema are also much more modest than 

in the case of Deleuze. Compared to him, they rather create some seeds of the 

philosophy of cinema, propose directions in which it could develop, create some 

kind of open projects that can be expanded and creatively incorporated into 

artistic or film practice through individual reflections on the relationship between 

philosophy and cinema. 

This dissertation has focused mainly on establishing the identity relation 

on a conceptual level between these projects. Thus, in the final part of the work, it 

was decided to use an example of a work that could fit well into a kind of film 

that philosophizes through images and emancipates (purifies) from the limitations 

imposed on it by the existing representational, genre and narrative schemes. In the 

final part of the work, Carax’s film will serve as an example of experimental and 

critical cinema, which at the same time functions as a narrative cinema and is 

intended for a mass viewer, and is also possible to receive and interpret on 

various levels. For if cinema is to fit into what Rancière calls the aesthetic regime 

of arts and to be, as Badiou wants it, a democratic and egalitarian art, it should 

not be avant-garde art, devoid of plot and characters, radically cleared of history, 

difficult to understand by the masses. an audience, understandable only to those 

who have the appropriate cultural capital, knowledge and philosophical or 

theoretical preparation. 

 

6.2. Aesthetics of Holy Motors - cinema of pure gesture without 

purpose 

 

Holy Motors is an example of a film that fits well with the model of 

democratic, egalitarian cinema that Badiou, Rancière and Agamben would like to 

see. Compared to Farocki’s radical films and Debord’s avant-garde works, it is 

also the most watchable and understandable film by mass audiences. It has 

characters, an outlined narrative line, plot, action, and a layer of emotional 

impact. Its philosophical dimension can confuse the viewer who expects a clearly 
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defined dramatic action, a linear development of narrative, and a cause-and-effect 

logic of progressing events. As an example of contemporary philosophical 

cinema, this film is partially deprived of them, and its incomprehension or 

discouragement may result from an attempt at its reception from the perspective 

of applying narrative patterns that do not exist in it, or the viewers’ habituation to 

dealing with classic Hollywood narration, dialectically constructed characters and 

dramatic action. 

Let us include the key concepts that appeared in the work into the analysis 

of Carax’s film. Let’s start with the aesthetic and narrative layer of the film itself. 

Willing to simply introduce the plot outline and its aesthetic dimensions we can 

say that we are presented with one day in the life and work of the main character - 

Mr. Oscar - who, while traveling in a limousine in Paris, changes his appearances 

every now and then and plays various roles, as if he was an actor in everyday life, 

a kind of performer, somewhat deprived of an audience. In a number of staged 

scenes, he undergoes various metamorphoses, including: a banker, an old beggar, 

a gangster, a motion capture specialist, a father, a lover, a dying old man, a tramp, 

a killer. 

At the very level of the aesthetic organization of the film, one can admire 

the director’s imagination, the acting skills of Denis Lavant and the unique 

character of the unexpectedly progressing narrative, completely unusual and 

original. This film can also fascinate the viewer who has certain habits and is 

guided in the film experience by the patterns of classic narrative, which has laid a 

set of expectations and tastes. The film balances between what is known and what 

is new, the aesthetics of clichés, iconography and conventions well known from 

genre films: expressive characters typical of genre cinema, aesthetics of well-

known film genres - musical, action cinema, gangster film, melodrama, etc.  

However, Holy Motors is more than a postmodern game with conventions, 

a game of clichés or the deconstruction of film genres in order to show their 

constructed nature. It is, referring to Badiou’s reasoning, a presentation of the 

pure situation of cinema, its truth, which is made possible by incorporating 

various arts or genres into films and then purifying them by removing from them 

what they are not in their artistic essence. What is the original strategy of Carax, 

who, using the conventions of presenting genre cinema, creates a film that does 

not belong to any genre, additionally makes the contact with genre elements does 
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not fit in with the methods of reception imposed on them? 

First of all, the ontological status of the plot - or mini-fiction - is not 

established and is still being questioned, so that until the end of the movie, 

viewers will not be able to assume a comfortable position from the perspective of 

which it will be possible to explain and establish the order of the experienced 

world. Such a director’s decision may resemble the gesture of contemporary 

philosophers who wish to invalidate hierarchical relations and dialectical 

divisions into the philosopher and the object of philosophy, the subject and the 

object of knowledge, or cinema and philosophy. Similarly, in Carax’s film we do 

not deal with the aesthetic layer of the images, which can be established from 

some overarching perspective, which would easily allow viewers to navigate the 

plot and follow the action. In order to accomplish this operation of invalidating 

the hierarchy in the film experience itself, the director invalidates the classically 

understood dialectics throughout the film - between life and art, the actor and the 

human being, the viewer and his absence, reality and fantasy. 

He makes, one might say, a radical gesture of profanation of the 

representative regime of cinema in its classic narrative by abandoning the 

divisions existing in the cinema itself (and between cinema and reality), and then 

creating new aesthetic connections, which form the film’s plot layer, due to the 

lack of these divisions. In this respect, Holy Motors is an example of a film 

belonging to the aesthetic regime of arts, which shows what in cinema is 

responsible for dividing the sensible - the viewer’s position (or lack thereof), the 

role of an actor and director, narrative schemes - to create a form of a 

performance based on acts of breaking down divisions devoid of its key elements 

- the viewer, desire, fulfilment, lack, linear, dramatic action. Watching Carax’s 

film we are deprived of the emotional elements of genre cinema, building tension, 

being guided by our expectations. The director creates a pure aesthetic act, a 

meeting of cinema with himself as art, devoid of “impure” elements, in this case 

capitalist operations of creating images intended for sale, generating a feeling of 

lack and fulfilment in the viewer, generating tensions and desires. In short, the 

director creates images for experiencing and experiencing, not images that fuel 

the desire for more images. 

Let’s see how these operations are created in the formal layer and the 

content of the film itself. Already at the very beginning, we clearly get a hint that 
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we are not dealing with a “postmodern dream” of escaping realism into the world 

of intertextual games, but on the contrary - building new aesthetic structures 

(reality) by rethinking the divisions into dream/fantasy and reality/life 

relationship and redefining them. Common sense, clear meanings, pre-written 

senses and understandings are replaced by the logic of the unlimited creation of 

all elements that build cognition and understanding as we follow the fable. 

To what ontological order does the Holy Motors film world belong? At the 

beginning of the film, we see some images from the pre-cinema period - short 

moving images of Etienne-Jules Marey, one of the inventors of the film camera. 

Marey himself, like Tourette, was interested in studying human movement, 

analyzing its elements, piecing it up, recording and archiving it. He wanted to 

understand movement by recording and reproducing it. The invention of the 

motion recording device helped him observe what was elusive from direct 

eyesight. Marey became both a pioneer of cinema and an archivist of gestures. At 

the beginning of his film, Carax commented on the essence of cinema that 

Agamben spoke of - cinema as a technology that freezes and breaks down human 

gestures, but also can restore people’s lost gestures and freedom. But why do 

these images appear at the beginning of a feature film, where you can find a link 

between this visual commentary and the theme and form of the film itself? 

In the next part, we see a cinema room with a sleeping audience, 

completely frozen and devoid of movement. The entire hall is filled to the last 

seat, but the audience remains completely motionless. Everyone sleeps as if 

staring at the cinema screen - they sleep awake or experience reality without 

using their senses. Movement, sound and image come to us from beyond the 

image, they are present on the cinema screen, which we do not see at the 

beginning. We hear sounds suggesting some loosely connected scenes - killings, 

terror, shots, runs, steps. Then the sound of the ship’s siren takes us to a room 

resembling a hotel room. We see two beds joined together, in one of them a 

sleeping man who wakes up to the sound of a siren. 

Already in this brief opening sequence, the opposition is abolished and the 

issue of dialectics in cinema is introduced. First of all, the division into reality and 

dream is abolished, because we do not know whether the viewers are awake or 

asleep, live or dead. It is not clear whether they belong to a dream or reality space 

- stillness suggests sleep, open eyes and staring at the screen suggest being 
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awake. Their presence in the cinema suggests participation in some sort of 

collective dream, as if they were in a state of hypnosis. The sounds from outside 

the frame suggest that some reality takes place elsewhere, belongs to the film 

world, but we cannot see the film world itself. The viewers sleep awake, we as 

actual viewers do not have access to what is shown on the screen. However, this 

is not a film within a film, because we deal with the absence of the senses of 

viewers who “blindly look” at images that we can only guess, creating visual 

representations of sounds in our imagination. 

Then the editing cut takes us to the hotel room, but we do not know 

whether it belongs to the world of film, which is shown to viewers on the screen, 

or whether a new ontological order enters here. The aesthetics of the room itself, 

the wallpaper resembling a forest, sounds like from the land of elves, suggest that 

we are communing with the world of fantasy, but we can quickly realize that 

Carax’s film may not try to lead us by the nose, but shows that the constant effort 

of the mind, to establish spatial references and to rationally grasp the order of 

reality is unnecessary and not at all crucial for experiencing the film. Perhaps the 

director complicates the determination of the ontological status in the film to tell 

the viewer at the very beginning - give up mental operations and simply surrender 

to the flow of images, experiencing the world of creation, follow the reality here 

and now, do not try to understand everything on the mental level and create 

constant points of reference that will only make the movie experience difficult. If 

we surrender our mind in the prologue and devote ourselves to experiencing the 

world of creation, we will get a different pleasure from the film. If we do not, the 

director will repeatedly challenge our ability to mentally create knowledge and 

the purposefulness of mental operations for experiencing his film. 

A man wakes up in a hotel room. However, he awakes not from a dream 

into reality, but as if from reality into a dream. That man is Carax himself, and in 

the end credits he functions as a “sleeper”. He wakes up to sleep and, in addition, 

finds himself in a room whose interior is a forest - so in a way the outside. The 

alarm clock itself is the sound of the ship’s siren - a link between the sleeping 

audience and the first scene of the film, where the house of the main character, 

Oscar, also resembles a ship. The man slowly sits down on the bed, then goes to 

the door hidden in the wall and opens it with the key, which is hidden in his 

finger. This gesture gives the impression that he is inviting us to his fantasy world 
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to which only he has an access. 

Through the door, he goes to the cinema room and thus creates a closed 

circuit in who watches whom. If he belongs to the movie world, now he is the one 

watching the audience in the back of the room. There is also a white dog in the 

room. In the audience, however, we see a black dog and a running child. Once 

again, we hear the sound of a siren and we are moved to an image of a house that 

resembles a ship. A little girl sits at the window and sees her father going out to 

work. The linearity of the scene is only in the sound that belongs to each of the 

presented worlds - the sleeping audience, the waking director and the main 

character in the first, proper scene of the film. Three ontological orders or perhaps 

just one? Additionally, the main character of the film, Mr. Oscar, resembles the 

director himself. 

Apart from the combination of shots through the sound of a siren, we see 

Carax looking into the distance, and then a girl who is in fact his daughter. In the 

film, she is the daughter of Oscar, the director’s alter ego. The film world and the 

real world belong to one order, it is difficult to separate them unequivocally. 

Moreover, there are two beds in the hotel room, only the director sleeps on one of 

them. An empty bed may be a kind of indication in the film that Carax’s partner is 

missing in his life. In fact, the film is dedicated to the artist’s wife, actress 

Yekaterina Golubeva, who committed suicide in 2011. One of the perspectives 

through which one can read Carax’s work is the feeling of emptiness and creating 

art in the face of loneliness and personal tragedy - the loss of a loved one. 

In this short prologue, the artist gives a sample of what his film will be 

about: the essence of cinema and the poetic dimension of images, about art for the 

sake of art, which is not intended to please the audience or create “capitalist 

images”, but exists for the beauty of the act and from the need of creation itself. It 

also exists when there is no one to admire it, there is no audience, friends, family, 

and the act itself seems to be irrelevant, but it continues despite all tragedies and 

difficulties. The prologue also announces that we will be dealing with a cinema 

against the spectacle (against the viewers’ liking, against the production of images 

for sale), which will show in the course of the plot how the existence of truths in 

the film is possible and how artistic cinema is possible after postmodernism. 

The plot presents the main character playing eleven roles in nine 

sequences. They are loosely related to each other, but not so much as to create a 
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kind of linear drama, tension, rising expectation or desire that would seek to fulfil 

and finally order events into a clearly legible chain of cause and effect. In 

addition, each subsequent sequence may be disappointing if we expected it to 

explain what the film is really about, who is the client who orders Oscar for 

roleplaying, who is the viewer of scenes played in the city, or what is the real 

status of Oscar - who he is beyond role play and portrayed characters. None of the 

scenes explain that, what’s more, the film introduces many misleading clues, 

suggestions that lead nowhere or deliberately mislead the audience. Apart from us 

as viewers, there is no one in the film who is the recipient of the scenes played by 

Oscar and - as we will find out later - a number of other characters who also 

perform a similar “profession”. 

 

6.3. Beyond the regime of representation - non-dialectical division 

of the sensible 

 

Holy Motors is a film devoid of representation, as it dissociates itself from 

all the elements that might suggest that there is a division into reality and fiction 

or the subject and object of perception. To use the terms Badiou and Agamben, 

Carax’s work is a pure presentation of artistic situations that lack purposefulness 

or end. Throughout the film, we will not find out why Mr. Oscar plays all the 

roles and where does his personal life begin and end. Only art and role play are 

all that matters. If we consider the purposefulness, meaning of Oscar’s 

incarnation in new characters, or if we look for a permanent point of reference for 

the possibility of establishing the order of narration and meanings, we will lose 

the pleasure of communing with a film that is governed by the laws other than in 

linear narrative cinema. In other words, if we seek satisfaction through the 

rational notion of film, we will be met with disappointment as a result of an 

illogical structure and non-linear narrative. If, on the other hand, we abandon the 

supreme position of reason, from the perspective of which we believe that we 

must watch and analyse the film, and perceive the value of the acts themselves 

and the changing scenes in their present flow, we have a chance to look at the 
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film from the point of view of the beauty of cinema itself, which exists beyond 

linguistic commentary, order of meanings, symbolic references. 

Carax’s film is part of a strategy of resistance against the images Agamben 

and Badiou talk about - images of advertising, pornography, special effects, 

melodrama, narrative films. Contrary to these images, Carax does not build a 

desire in the image and does not promise fulfilment that is driven by the desire to 

commune with the images. If images of pornography are never what they are - 

because they always refer to something beyond themselves, to fulfil erotic 

fantasies, to a different image, to arouse the sex drive even more, then images and 

scenes in Holy Motors are just what they are and are fulfilled within what they 

represent. They are cleared of all elements that cause or condition desire - no 

dramatic building of tension, linear action, motivation and purposefulness of 

characters, antagonists, conflicts or even the position of the viewer. It can be said 

that the characters of the film simply experience life in its full potential, creativity 

and performance, they simply present existence in its fullest presence. 

The characters played by Oscar strongly belong to the film tradition, all 

his roles are, one might say, the essence of certain genres, conflicts and 

conventions. It is worth looking at how they are arranged next to each other, i.e., 

in what order they appear in the film. The first character is a wealthy middle-aged 

businessman who leaves his villa in a limousine to go to meetings. His behaviour 

and appearance are accompanied by all the attributes and iconography that 

indicate his prestige, social status, and financial position. Carax uses all possible 

visual elements, gestures and expression to fully reflect the aesthetics of the 

presented character. Then we experience a radical leap from wealth to poverty, 

from prestige and power to defencelessness and homelessness. Oscar puts on the 

costume of an old beggar, changing the social status, gender, position and 

physical fitness.  

This metamorphosis itself does not refer to meanings that would be 

outside the presented scene. Once again, if we try to initiate understanding by 

applying a causal logic to the scenes we are watching, we will not be able to read 

the sense of the protagonist’s motivation and his actions. If we abandon the 

questions about Mr. Oscar’s identity, the purpose of his behaviour, the logic of 

reasoning, then we will be able to look at the entire film from a different, 
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aesthetic perspective. We will experience the magic of cinema and the ability of 

images, movement and actors to transform aesthetics in the blink of an eye and 

use the full potential of means by cinema, visibility, form and movements that are 

only available and possible to imagine. The dialectical opposition that Oscar 

embodies will become only the very flow of images, an experience of the 

aesthetic possibility of film images. 

In the next scene, we again experience an aesthetic leap into radically 

different regions. The main character from a beggar turns into a motion capture 

specialist, radically changing the image and tone of the scene again. In addition to 

changing the role from an inefficient old woman to an energetic and athletic man, 

the nature of the scene itself changes. A sad, depressing scene of begging by an 

unattractive old woman, adorned with nostalgic commentary by the actor, turns 

into images of special effects, martial arts performances and sexual gestures 

performed by Oscar and an extremely flexible woman. In the same scene, there is 

a reference to the status of special effects, perceiving them as wither real or 

created, but again the director does not distinguish between fiction and reality, the 

experienced, physical world and the digitally created world. The real sense of 

receiving his images lies not in perceiving them from the perspective of the 

available dialectical divisions, but beyond them - from the place where these 

divisions and their meaning do not exist. 

Another character is Mr. Merde, already known from Carax’s earlier film, 

Tokyo! (2008). He is repulsive in his appearance, a tramp in dirty clothes and with 

an endosperm in his eye, who travels through Paris with a cane and knocks 

people out of the sphere of comfort and safety. In the scene with his participation, 

we experience a clash of opposites that is devoid of a dramatic sense or narrative 

commentary that would make it possible to explain their role. Mr. Merde gives 

the impression of being authentic, direct, full of life and devoid of any social or 

cultural limitations. In contrast to his attitude, the scene takes place in a cemetery 

where a photo session is held with the participation of a pretentious, snobbish 

photographer and a beautiful model frozen in her poses – played by an actual 

model, Eva Mendes. Once again, the opposites collide in the created situation, 

which is both a scene and life itself. The boundaries between act and reality are 

blurring because we are unable to recognize which elements belong to the real 

world and which are the act created by Oscar. 
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From Mr. Merde, Oscar turns into the father of a young girl, whom he 

picks up at her friends’ party. This scene, in turn, may resemble the convention of 

a family drama, a family film that provides viewers with a sense of security and 

easy entertainment. It contrasts with the feeling of anxiety and unpredictability 

created by the character of Mr. Merde, but you can find many similarities 

between these scenes on the level of what they are about. If we treat the scene 

with the model as a relationship between authenticity and artificiality, freedom of 

gestures and behaviour by Mr. and the way she thinks about herself. She is lying 

because she had a great time at the party, was in the centre of attention and she 

could not get away from the boys during the dance. In fact, however, she sat all 

this time in the bathroom and, as a result of shame and embarrassment, was afraid 

to tell her dad. When he learns about it after a phone call from one of his 

daughter’s friends, he explodes with aggression and tells her morals about 

honesty, authenticity, freedom of herself and being relaxed. 

The attitude of the girl is somewhat the opposite of that of Mr. Merde 

from the previous scene. She is ashamed of herself, hides from the world, 

thinking that she is not good enough, liked or pretty, which in turn pushes her to 

lie, feeling guilty and sad. On the other hand, Mr. Merde, being completely free 

from such thinking, not worrying about his repulsive appearance, status of a bum 

and being homeless, can authentically and freely express himself in the world, do 

whatever he pleases, break patterns, live beautifully, despite the fact that that this 

beauty is not an obvious, classic beauty, visible in its physical appearance, 

gestures and behaviour. Just as Mr. Merde frees a beautiful model from the 

artificiality of her pose and takes her to a space where no eye admires her, the 

girl’s father tries to “wake her up” from enslavement, embarrassment and a sense 

of shame by reprimanding her. He also imposes on her a punishment which is, as 

he puts it, “being herself for the rest of her life”. If the girl fully comprehends the 

words of her father and understands that the highest dimension of punishment is 

being enslaved by oneself, living in a feeling of fear, lies, shame, feeling inferior 

and not good enough or pretty, then she has a chance to free herself and live an 

authentic life, not mediated by this what others think about her, how they perceive 

her, what they say about her or how they judge her. The scene with the father and 

daughter is followed by an intermission, the plot is interrupted by a musical piece 

performed by the main character on the accordion. 
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Authentic, direct, free, beautiful, presenting (and not representing) cinema 

are the key themes of Holy Motors in terms of both form and content. If we look 

at the attitudes of characters who play a role for others, are constrained, “enslaved 

by someone else’s eye” - a model, photographer, young girl - we can see how 

their lives are not free, as they depend on external contexts. Their identities 

depend on how they are perceived, what other people think about them, what 

critics say about them - it doesn’t matter if they are art critics, fashion magazine 

readers or young boys at a house party. 

In reference to Agamben’s concept, including his proposal for the cinema 

of the restored gestures, one can look at Holy Motors. A gesture, understood as 

movement + symbolic sense, is an activity for the eye of the other, be it someone 

actually present or someone else, imagined. Gestures are part of the set of 

behaviors that we perform in the social space to create meanings for our identities 

or simply to fit into the pattern of normative behavior in the public space. 

Whatever the reason for making gestures, the focus of the individuals performing 

them shifts outward, the perspective of looking at themselves and their behavior 

is mediated by how others see us. 

Here we can also find the difference between the photo model and Mr. 

Merde. The fashion model does her job, which is to freeze in gestures considered 

beautiful, sexy, alluring, sensual, etc. Her body is intended for gazes, her 

movements are inscribed in a certain fixed and codified system of meanings that 

create specific feelings. Mr. Merde’s behavior, on the other hand, is devoid of an 

external perspective, an eye of the other, and that is its authenticity. Because 

neither his image nor his identity depends on anyone or anything outside himself, 

regardless of the situation in which he is staying, his behavior is still free and 

consistent - whether he is in a public space, in a cemetery, on the street among 

people, or is it underground, in a sewer, in hiding. 

The themes of freedom and authenticity are the themes of many scenes in 

the film and the entire film, as well as the concept of art film as such. An artist - 

be it a film director, actor, singer - during his/her professional life is tied with 

relations with the environment that may restrict his/her freedom and freedom of 

expression. Artists are bound by relations with the art market, thinking about the 

recipients of their works, fear of reception of their works, personal, emotional, 

psychological blockades, self-criticism, judgment, comparison, compromises or 
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self-destructive mechanisms, which are symptoms of fears and blockades. These 

are all programs that inhibit the freedom of individuals, not only artists, but 

people in general. It is worth recalling that Holy Motors is Carax’s first full-

length film after almost 13 years, during which he made only a few insignificant 

short films. We can only guess the reasons for this artistic silence. It is also not 

known whether we owe the creation of Holy Motors to the director’s liberation 

from creative blockades or whether he was pushed to directing by a personal 

tragedy which was his wife’s suicide. Judging by the overtone of the film, we can 

assume that it was a number of circumstances, taking into account that the film is 

about life, authenticity and creative freedom, as well as death, enslavement and 

loneliness. 

With his film, Carax shows that the artist’s freedom is a creation that is not 

mediated by external conditions, which he shows by removing the viewer from 

the film - doing it both metaphorically and directly, at the plot level. Moreover, it 

shows that it is only possible and most authentic - when art is a means without an 

end, independent of non-artistic contexts, no matter what emotional significance: 

the desire to be appreciated, the desire for fame or money on the one hand, and 

the desire on the other. coming out of despair, healing loneliness, meeting other 

people. 

In this sense, Holy Motors can be treated as a film that fits into the 

thinking about art by both contemporary cinema philosophers and Deleuze. Holy 

Motors is a political film in that it shows new ways of dividing the sensible in 

cinema - the abolition of the dialectics that condition art in the Rancière’s 

representational regime. Carax creates free cinema, which is a flow of images 

presenting its artistic potential, which consists in showing that an artistic film can 

be commercial again and again by freeing itself from creating “capitalist images”, 

classic film dramaturgy, matching the expectations and desires of the mass viewer 

or creating compromises on the level of an understandable, legible plot and linear 

narrative. Freedom and authenticity, both in life and in art, is not motivated or 

dependent on external contexts, but is simply an expression of pure duration, 

direct experience of life, the fusion of senses and images in the flow of presence. 

The Deleuzian dimension of Holy Motors can be found in a similar 

approach to cinema in both the philosopher and the director. Carax also creates a 

kind of classification of images, movements and signs possible in the cinema, 
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additionally using many ways thanks to which it is possible to show movement 

and time and break with their linear character. Carax’s film can be treated as a 

comment - conscious or not - to Deleuze’s philosophy and supplementing it with 

the visual-motor skills of films that were not available at the time when Cinema 

was created. If we look at the type of scenes, aesthetic composition or presented 

characters, we can conclude that they constitute a kind of catalogue of possible 

types of artistic expression of images and movements in cinema, that it has 

developed over the course of over a hundred years. 

The types of images described by Deleuze, Carax supplemented with 

images made possible thanks to the development of technology of the last few 

decades. In the film we experience images of CCTV cameras, nocturnal vision 

cameras, thermal imaging cameras, digital screens, viewing the outside world 

from the inside of the car through cameras installed in the car. Cameras and 

images, becoming ubiquitous in the modern world, at the same time become 

invisible, so the whole world becomes images, every person is constantly 

monitored and registered - it can be said that every person has become an actor 

due to the omnipresence of cameras and screens in contemporary world. 

The presence of the camera ceases to divide the world into reality and art, 

life and fiction. Holy Motors shows a number of its consequences and 

possibilities. By juxtaposing various types of images, the director shows different 

worlds, a modern, digital, technologically advanced world, where cameras and 

screens are used for control, monitoring, capitalism, easy entertainment, and film 

worlds, trying to maintain the artistic status of images and reality by continuing 

the creation despite the disappearing cameras and audience falling asleep. In one 

of the dialogues between Oscar and the figure of a mature man who appears to be 

his client, the main character nostalgic about the increasingly difficult role-

playing at a time when cameras become smaller than a human hand. Asked by the 

man, played by Michel Piccoli, why he still continues his activity, Oscar replies 

that for the beauty of the act itself, which neatly sums up the essence of the whole 

film. 

But let us go back to the creative potential of the film, which the director 

captures by presenting an extremely rich set of aesthetic possibilities of cinema. 

In addition to the very types of images, their character mediated by technology, 

the director composes frames or entire scenes through the prism of other arts, 
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various film and non-film genres, and aesthetics that arose not only from cinema. 

In the film there are frames stylized as paintings, the painting of Pieta, which is 

composed of himself and Mr. Merde’s models, frames like from fashion 

catalogues, scenes of computer games, digital animations, first pictures from the 

prehistory of cinema. There is also a rich set of references to the genres that 

cinema and theatre have developed in their histories. The film features scenes 

straight from musicals, gangster movies, family drama, action movies, games. 

The choice of genre conventions is not accidental here. Through them, Carax 

shows the visual and movement possibilities through which the film genres are 

constituted. 

Movement in Holy Motors can be divided into three categories: camera 

movement, character movement and the movement of the world itself – action, 

narration, plot. Among them, the movement of characters is the most exploited, 

especially the movement of the main character. The catalogue of the characters’ 

movements and gestures takes into account: the complete stillness of the 

audience, the director’s sleep and awakening, the infirmity of a beggar, paralysis 

of the body of a dying old man, agility of a motion capture specialist, acrobatics 

and martial arts shows, flexibility and flexibility of the body of the artist named 

Zlata, who in fact is known as the most flexible woman in the world, sexual 

gestures of actors for special effects purposes, exaggerated, comedic movements 

of Mr. Merde, which are a combination of the way Chaplin, a house elf and a 

possessed madman move, stillness and artificial poses of the fashion model, 

dance moves of lovers - Oscar and the character played by Kylie Minogue. It is 

also worth adding to this set of movements, a pile of fragmented mannequin 

bodies contrasting with the musical convention, which is located in the building 

where Kylie Minogue sings the song, Who Were We? After the song is performed, 

the woman commits suicide by jumping from the roof of a tall building. On the 

one hand, we can treat this gesture as a reference to the actual events in Carax’s 

life, because his wife committed suicide a year before the film was made and the 

film itself is dedicated to her, on the other hand, death in the film as such is 

unreal, it is an element of the game and role-playing. The death of a woman, 

however, although it is part of the roles played by the “actors”, is not reversible in 

the same way as the death of Oscar. 
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6.4. Death and the birth of cinema and through cinema - the 

aesthetics of freedom and aesthetic freedom 

 

The director’s use of death serves to disturb the cause-and-effect structure 

typical of the cinema movement-image, using the term by Deleuze. The mere 

introduction of death, which is not the end, but only an act, does not serve to tame 

dying or play with its possible ways of presenting it in the plot layer. Death 

introduces in the film a different understanding of time and a different reference 

of art to reality in which death is not subject to biological laws, but to the laws of 

creating artistic expression. Holy Motors is a film beyond time, breaking out of its 

linear perception and movement from the past through the present to the future. 

Of course, it can be said that the whole plot of the film takes place in a linear 

manner over the course of one day - from Mr. Oscar’s morning departure to work 

to his return home in the evening after a full day of assignments. In this sense, the 

flow of time is undisturbed and continuous, just as in the lived reality we 

experience its linear flow when we wake up in the morning and go to sleep in the 

evening. However, the very flow of duration in the film’s plot is the flow of the 

present, unconditioned by cause and effect, unwavering by events that in ordinary 

life have caused significant changes or falling into time frames. 

It can be said that Holy Motors bends time as much as it is possible in the 

cinema at the time from the point of view of the technological capabilities of the 

camera, the readability by the cinema audience of non-linear narrative structures 

that are constantly subject to complications and development in the cinema, and 

the common understanding of new, nonlinear, or quantum, ways of expressing 

time, which are only slowly entering the general knowledge of people who are 

not physicists, scientists or theoretical mathematicians. 

In Carax’s film, we experience time bending and creation for the purpose 

of acts played by Oscar. The house he leaves in the morning is not the same house 

he returns to in the evening. His family is not the same family either - at night he 

greets a group of orangutans in his apartment and during several other scenes he 

is the father of different children. Nor is he a man of the same identity. During 

one day he undergoes a series of metamorphoses, he was killed several times, he 
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was lying on a death bed, he lost his lover, he experienced death in various ways, 

but each of them was reversible and inscribed in his artistic activity. 

In the lived world, death is the end of identity, the end of our life and of 

our own narrative. In Holy Motors, death is not final, it is an act element, at most 

an assembly cut that ends one scene and starts another. Death is also present on 

several levels in Carax’s film. Perhaps he was prompted to make the film by the 

death of his wife, because the film itself is dedicated to the deceased actress and 

was made right after her death. One of the scenes also shows the suicide of 

Oscar’s lover, played by Kylie Minogue, which is a direct reference to the events 

in the director’s personal life. Death in Holy Motors is therefore very directly and 

closely related to Carax’s life. 

The aforementioned death of the audience, which we see as the first 

sequence of the film, can be interpreted as an announcement of one of the main 

themes of the film - the sense of creating art despite the lack of a viewer - the 

subject of art reception. In the film itself, the death of the audience is shown 

through their complete absence - we will never know who is the client or viewer 

of the roles played by Oscar, who is the subject of orders and the final recipient of 

the performances. The film itself, even though it is intended for the viewer, is 

created as if without taking into account its existence - it deals with art for itself, 

art beyond the viewer’s eye, images that mean for themselves. 

By analyzing the film from the perspective of Deleuze’s thought, who also 

removed subjective positions from it, including the film viewer, we can similarly 

perceive Carax’s work as a film that contains images for themselves without the 

need for a subjective perspective in order to make sense and establish ourselves in 

the status of the work of art. The mid-movie dialogue between Oscar and an 

elderly man whom the former finds unexpectedly in the car after returning from a 

role-play is significant in this respect. Oscar, in a conversation with an elderly 

man in a limousine, who says that the beauty of art lies in the eyes of the 

beholder, replies with the question: what if there are no viewers? 

Finally, death is about Oscar himself and the roles he plays. He dies 

several times during the film. Once he is shot on the street, once he dies as an old 

man in his bed, and in the middle of the film he murders his double, who murders 

him on his last legs. The way death exists is a break with the logic of cause and 

effect and that death is the ultimate end of life. The film has its own rules and 
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does not have to be subject to the same linearity of the flow of time as life. This is 

the simplest way to understand the existence of death in Holy Motors. 

The scene in the middle of the film in which Oscar murders his double 

and then makes him look similar to himself also has a different meaning. Stylized 

in the convention of gangster cinema, the scene once again shows the 

conventionality of the life-fiction relationship, irrelevance in looking for a point 

of reference from which dialectical divisions could be introduced. Oscar enters an 

empty factory where he murders a man played by the same actor. Then he makes 

him look like himself by shaving his hair, wearing the same clothes and making 

the same scar as he wears on his face. The moment the double becomes an exact 

copy of the original, he comes to life and murders Oscar. In the next shot, we see 

that one of them managed to avoid death, but we don’t know which one. It 

doesn’t really matter; it doesn’t affect how you continue to watch the movie. One 

of them returns to the limo, continuing to play the roles. 

The interpretation of death in Holy Motors can be devoted to a separate 

study, looking at it from the perspective of liberation from subjectivity, the artist’s 

motivation for acts of creation, or the ways of including it in art. Carax does not 

show the superiority of art over death. He does not try to overcome it through the 

“immortality” of Mr. Oscar. The interpretation that seems closer is that if one of 

the themes of his film is the freedom of individuals and freedom from 

subjectivity, it comes as a result of acceptance of death, of complete 

reconciliation. Just as the director himself could have made a film after his wife’s 

suicide after accepting her death, so too Oscar can play his roles after accepting 

death: a viewer who is not there, cameras that are invisible, someone from the 

outside who would admire his acts. 

Here, too, we can try to find a certain identity between Holy Motors and 

the approach to cinema by Deleuze and his followers. As we know, the viewer did 

not interest the author of Cinema as such, which did not mean that he invalidated 

his existence. In an ideal model of cinema, if we can use such a phrase, film 

images are an expression of their essence and possibilities, they relate to each 

other creating a finished work that does not assume the viewer’s position in 

advance and his possible reactions, emotions, thoughts that will be imposed on 

him by interpretations movie experience. It is difficult to talk about the cinema 

model here, because such a cinema is impossible to implement, just like a cinema 
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that would completely and entirely inscribe the viewer’s position in its structures, 

leaving no room for individual feelings, unintended reactions, in other words, the 

breaking of subjects from the symbolic structure expected in the way the films are 

perceived. 

However, we can talk about two trends in cinema. One of them consists in 

strengthening the symbolic structure - expanding the boundaries of the spectacle, 

speaking in the language of Debord and Agamben, or building strong structures 

of a representative regime, speaking in the language of Rancière. Such cinema 

reflects the nature of the modern, late capitalist or authoritarian system. As 

viewers, but also consumers, political entities, social actors, we are inscribed in 

the structure of the system in which we experience - the world, space, time, art, 

life, film - and then we behave in such a way as to strengthen this system. We 

duplicate the patterns of desire, we repeat the ways of emotional experiencing, we 

think with the tools given to us, we do not question the structures in which we 

experience. This tendency is conservative in the sense that it is oriented towards 

maintaining its position as long as possible without the need to introduce changes 

that would be motivated by democratic thinking. Of course, this does not mean 

that resistance strategies are impossible in this system, both on the part of 

filmmakers and viewers. Just as there is no ideal authoritarian system, there is no 

ideal structure of the spectacle, that is, one that completely and definitely fits the 

viewer into its own frame, leaving no room for individual activity, not mediated 

by the mechanisms and influences of the spectacle. Hence, we are talking about 

two tendencies, directions of aspirations, and not finite systems. 

If there are structural changes to this tendency, these changes result from 

the impossibility of further maintaining the constructed structure – preserving 

status quo. Let us take, as a simple example of such a system, one of the film 

genres which is based on building permanent depiction, narrative and binary 

patterns of characters - a romantic comedy. 

Most of the film genres, as a rule, have a dominant emotional element or 

an aesthetic category that determines its definition and reception. For horror it is 

fear, for comedy it is laughter, for action cinema it is tension and excitement, for 

detective cinema it is curiosity and for romantic comedy it is love. Love, like 

other emotions that are inscribed in the structures of genre cinema, has its 

cinematic representations and ways of visual existence on the screen, which is 
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mediated by a number of contexts, understandings, ideas, power relations, in a 

word, some preconceived ideology. The aim of mainstream romantic comedies is 

to consolidate this ideology in film and its aesthetic and narrative layers. 

Love in a romantic comedy is not just love as a state of being, an 

immanent property of every human being, but is strongly influenced by the 

conventions of representation, patterns and specific identity. The contexts that 

determine the way it exists are primarily: the codified film aesthetics of genre 

cinema, a set of emotions that are necessary to build a romantic comedy intended 

for a mass audience, and the very possibility of dramatizing the narrative, i.e., 

entering love in a film plot in such a way that it is subject to dynamic changes, it 

built tensions, conflicts, climaxes, solutions to the action. Love, if we define it as 

a universal state of being, is simply nondramatic. It is beyond time and therefore 

beyond history. If Rancière says that cinema is true and history is a lie, we can 

also look at love in a romantic comedy from this perspective. As subject to 

conventionalized dramatic structures and dependent on various contexts - 

personal, emotional, mental, social or cinematic - it fits into the show’s regime of 

arts. Love understood in this way is the building block of drama, it enters a set of 

other emotions that are defined dialectically, that is through its lack and opposites. 

At the definition level, love in a romantic comedy is associated with the 

concepts of: desire, shortage, loss, unpreparedness, suffering, destiny, partnership, 

male-female relationships (most often), dreams, resignation, weakness, 

submission, deserving. Depending on the film, some of these elements may 

change, we may be dealing with love between two women or two men, but at the 

level of the system itself, the changes are insignificant.  

The feeling of love as available to selected individuals (main characters) 

after going through the process from being lost, through loss, resignation, 

courage, struggle, to a happy ending, which is “finding love” in another person by 

virtue of destiny and ultimate fulfilment - a happy ending. The dramatic scheme 

of romantic comedies somehow “forces” love to be a feeling that occurs through 

suffering, deficiency, non-readiness and struggle through experiencing loss, 

making mistakes, becoming aware of our attitude and understanding that the other 

person is destined for us and only being with her can lead us to final happiness. 

Despite introducing changes at the level of the plots, characters, portraying 

homosexual couples, modifying the narrative structures, the formula itself does 
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not undergo significant changes, leading to the consolidation of the depiction of 

love and the ways of experiencing it - by film characters and viewers. The 

viewers’ position belongs to the world presented in the film, preserving its 

patterns of thinking about love. 

The second trend in cinema is the breaking down of symbolic structures - 

representational patterns, ideological positions that form the message in the film, 

imposed patterns of emotional experience of films and the ways of their 

reception. Such cinema is described by contemporary philosophers of cinema, 

using various concepts, but agreeing that the ability of cinema is to open up to 

cognitive freedom and ways of experiencing reality other than the existing ones. 

If cinema does not assume the ways of experiencing films, it may instead invite it 

to search for its own meanings and meanings by pointing to the places where 

symbolic structures show their moments of breaks, cracks, and imperfections. 

The essence of the thought projects of contemporary cinema philosophers 

is to introduce into the area of reflection on cinema concepts that will contribute 

to the possibility of creating and experiencing films in their ability to discover 

new qualities of cognition and being - freedom, authenticity, greater awareness. 

As with building critical theories, these designs remain in motion and depend on 

the structures, the systems, they try to transcend. The best example of this is 

postmodernism, which once functioned as a refreshing critical theory and 

practice, deconstructing concepts, realizing the conventional, contractual nature 

of truths that claimed objectivity. Over the years, however, postmodernism has 

lost its critical potential, its deconstructive practices and intertextual games have 

exhausted. However, it is difficult to clearly assess whether the entry into the 

circulation of mass culture, advertising, popular music videos, commercial 

cinema is a success or a failure of postmodernism. On the one hand, this may be a 

failure, as the lack of initiation of new critical tools and easy capture by market 

logic may mean insufficient critical potential. On the other hand, it proves the 

ultimate success and fulfilment of postmodernism’s critical role at a given 

historical moment. 

As a philosophical and artistic trend, which was based on deconstructive 

practices and the negation of objective truths and narratives (history, subjectivity, 

essence), it performed a kind of purification of linguistic structures of meanings 

and senses that could not be maintained any longer. Its role was therefore to 



310 

 

prepare the space for the possibility of positive changes, the initiation of positive 

projects, new philosophical and artistic qualities. The widespread acceptance and 

the use of the tools that postmodernism has developed in the field of art, popular 

culture, music or cinema may testify to its success in terms of the democratization 

of culture, in the face of which it was impossible not to use its “language” in the 

most commercialized areas of human activity - advertising, marketing strategies, 

music videos, genre films. 

Holy Motors can be situated on the border of postmodern practices and 

going beyond them, towards new philosophical and film qualities. On the one 

hand, Carax plays with conventions, deconstructs meanings, uses genre cliches, 

forms of visuality developed by cinema and digital culture, On the other hand, he 

does not stop at these intertextual games, proposing a new kind of film 

experience, based on the introduction of forms that previously did not exist in 

cinema: narrative, dimensions of the existence of space and time, philosophical 

reflections on art, cinema or the artists themselves. It is undoubtedly self-

referential film on many levels, and postmodernism is one of those levels. This 

means that Carax’s film is not only about the contemporary role of the artist, the 

status of cinema, death and the life of art, using postmodern tools that deconstruct 

meanings. This film is not so much postmodern as it is about postmodernism 

itself. In order to summarize and name the type of transgression made by Holy 

Motors beyond postmodernism, one can propose the concepts of: quantum 

cinema aesthetics, rebirth of the film through its death or the aesthetics of truth 

and freedom - liberating the film from the viewer, film from film, viewer from 

film, artist and viewer through the movie. 

 

6.5. Final conclusions - quantum cinema aesthetics, spirituality of 

film experience, liberation through film 

 

Quantum mechanics, which is the most advanced theory of modern 

physics, proposes a new qualitative understanding of space and time that goes 

beyond their material properties, linear nature, cause-effect principles - in a word, 

the classic Newtonian understanding of reality. Most of our daily lives are still 
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rooted and mediated by the linear, classical understandings of time and space, but 

increasingly, quantum physics influences their new perceptions and experiences. 

The Internet, quantum computers, experiments with energy beams show the 

multidimensional nature of time that does not flow unidirectionally and linearly, 

and the multidimensional nature of space, which does not exist only on the 

physical or material level, but pulsates, vibrates, is possible to bend. Therefore, 

we can try to take a closer look at relations that exist between new knowledge 

about the aesthetic dimensions (space and time) of reality as such and the 

directions of development of cinema that are captured by contemporary 

philosophers – understood as political, artistic, philosophical or critical cinema. 

The suggestion made at this point, of course, does not cover the entire list of 

contexts that determine the contemporary – and future - existence of cinema as 

art, politics, and/or philosophy. 

The aim of this work was not to show the influence of new theories of 

modern physics on the methods of creating artistic cinema, hence the above-

mentioned premises of quantum mechanics are based on the popularized 

knowledge about its achievements to date. This field itself is in the process of 

dynamic evolution and its premises are constantly modified and verified. Quoting 

the premises of quantum mechanics in the dissertation cards and using them in 

the summary only serves to show that our contemporary perception of the 

fundamental components of aesthetics and narrative is historically variable and 

subject to verification along with the development of exact sciences about how 

our universe is constructed and its perception. In a way, however, modern 

philosophers, although they do not refer to quantum mechanics, seem to be 

delicately entering its area, seeking knowledge in the field of exact sciences that 

they could use in the field of philosophy. Badiou uses set theory and theoretical 

mathematics, Deleuze compares the transition between the motion-image and 

time-image cinemas to the shift in science between its ancient and modern 

paradigms, and Agamben redefines the concept of potentiality in a similar way to 

quantum physics. 

At this point, summing up the achievements of philosophers, it is worth 

mentioning that perhaps this is an interesting direction for further philosophical 

research to seek an answer to the question of how artistic cinema can develop 

creatively and artistically, how can cinema be defined as art, philosophy or 
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politics - in its critical, emancipatory potential. On the one hand, all four 

philosophers propose concepts that are consistent with quantum physics, so they 

come closer to the exact sciences to use their knowledge, which is preceded by 

laboratory experiments. On the other hand, in each of the philosophers it is 

possible to observe the inclusion of aspects of spirituality in philosophical 

reflection. This can be seen in the ways in which they perceive film experience in 

its aspects of liberation from subjectivity, a return to the idea of truth, good, 

beauty, or a new understanding of politics in its aesthetic aspects. 

It is also important here that the binary divisions between the 

subject/viewer and the image/film have been abolished, the consequence of which 

is also the abolition of other divisions, between activity and passivity, which may 

open new film philosophy to a new understanding of political cinema, which 

would be associated with a non-dialectical way of defining subjectivity and of its 

existence in the cinematic experience. For if the viewer’s position is not that of a 

superior subject who, only through his or her active participation in watching a 

film and conscious participation in the process of mental processing of the 

images, the same understanding of political cinema can be extended to new 

definitions. One of them could be political through passivity, the spectator’s 

emancipation through the desire for passivity, and de-subjectification through 

cinematic experience. The reasoning of Agamben, Badiou, Deleuze and Rancière, 

who departed from the radical attitudes of the philosophers and theoreticians of 

the 1970s (both in France and England), who created strong divisions between 

cinema as an ideology and a spectator, who through his/her activity can become 

aware of the ideological mechanisms of the functioning of films. 

The radicalism of the leftist thought of contemporary philosophers is 

therefore much more subtle and goes from language (the symbolic) to the real 

through the imaginary – if we wish to use Lacanian terminology. When it comes 

to a new approach to political cinema, which seeks new solutions for the 

emancipation of subjects through cinema, one can also define a turn from 

philosophizing about cinema after Deleuze and postmodernism. In order to define 

it concisely, it is about looking for ways to get out of the dialectical divisions 

imposed by the symbolic layer, i.e., how its sensible layers are divided in social 

reality and in films, not so much through language, knowledge or theory, but by 

looking for ways to go beyond them and liberation through surrender. This 
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understanding is also linked to a different understanding of agency and the 

relationship between the subject and reality that is redefined by quantum physics, 

beyond the binary logic of cause and effect. It also shows an affinity with the 

Eastern spiritual teachings which, to put it in general terms, focus on surrendering 

subjectivity, mind, desires, emotions, and the pursuit of freedom through passivity 

– observation. 

Perhaps it is not necessary to use terminology from the area of complex 

theories of quantum mechanics or to reach for concepts that can be found in 

spiritual knowledge, for example in Buddhism or Taoism, to see the direction of 

the development of European philosophy of cinema after Deleuze and 

postmodernism and to observe its key premises. The turn that has taken place in 

contemporary philosophical thought concerns above all the need to redefine 

subjectivity in the perspective of rebuilt metaphysical projects, for which new 

understandings of basic concepts are needed, which can no longer be defined in 

relation to modern or postmodern philosophy. The construction of these concepts 

- subjectivity, space, time, aesthetics, politics, ethics - requires a redefinition of 

philosophical tools that will allow them to be redefined. The main premise for the 

methods of this redefinition is the abolition of the existing divisions in the 

philosophical language, which consist in creating binary oppositions. 

This dissertation presented these new tools that each philosopher builds on 

his own, but which turns out to be very similar when juxtaposed with each other. 

One of the key tools for this thesis was the concept of dialectics and the ways of 

its definition after postmodernism and the possible scope of its use in 

philosophical reflection on cinema and in making films. Agamben’s concept of 

potentiality and Rancière’s perceptible sharing are concepts which they developed 

individually within their philosophical projects not yet related to cinema. If we 

combine these concepts and include them in the reflection on cinema, we can see 

new possibilities for a philosophical study of what cinema is, how it can be 

analysed in the key of these concepts, and what a new practice of making films in 

the spirit of critical thinking looks like and could look like in the near future. If 

within dialectical thinking we abolish the divisions responsible for its definition - 

hierarchical divisions, divisions into object and subject, we rethink the very 

definition of dividing what is and what can be perceived, we will open up new 

areas for philosophical research and the creation of cinema. 
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The last question for reflection in this dissertation is what such cinema 

could look like, are there examples of filmmakers who already practice art in the 

spirit of the philosophers who are presented in this dissertation, and what 

elements of film form the concept proposed could apply to by all contemporary 

philosophers? From the point of view of the analytical potential of the concepts 

that appeared in the dissertation, it is possible to take a new look at the history of 

cinema and the trends in the development of film narrative, but the philosophies 

presented here were not intended to function as a set of tools for film analysis. 

Despite this, it is possible to apply the general conclusions of all philosophers and 

to initiate new ways of analyzing films that would emerge from seeing new ways 

of existence of the divisions that still define film aesthetics. The departure from 

the classically understood ideas of space and time, i.e., the departure from 

defining them with dialectical divisions, the principle of cause and effect, and 

divisions into subject and object, contributed to a new understanding of them, 

which was reflected in film aesthetics and narration. 

If we take as an example the experiments with time in such films as 

Citizen Kane (1941), Rashomon (1950) or Last Year at Marienbad (1961), and 

the experiments with film aesthetics and space in such films as Breathless (1960), 

Pickpocket (1959)) or Pierrot le Fou (1962), we will see that many of these 

experiments have permanently entered the language of film, the aesthetics of 

commercial cinema, and the film form understood by the mass audience. 

Christopher Nolan’s films, including films such as Memento (2000), Inception 

(2010), Interstellar (2014), Tenet (2020), films by David Lynch, Mullholand 

Drive (2001), Lost Highway (1997) or films such as Pulp Fiction (1994), Fight 

Club (1999) The Matrix (1999), to a large extent base their narrative structures on 

a non-classical understanding of time and space that destroys their ontological 

status, linear character, and objective existence. These are just a few examples of 

films that redefine the classical understanding of the basic dimensions of film 

aesthetics and the experienced reality. In addition to these films, we can find 

many films from directors who can be described as authors, although we can 

undoubtedly include David Lynch, Quentin Tarantino or David Fincher in this 

group. 

What is important here, however, is how cinema can be defined today as 

art, if we observe the interpenetration of artistic forms between cinema, which is 



315 

 

commonly regarded as artistic, and cinema, which has the status of commercial, 

popular, mass. The critical, philosophical, or political cinema, proposed by 

Agamben, Badiou, Rancière (partly also by Deleuze) is a democratic, partition-

abolishing, non-elitist and egalitarian cinema. Thus, it cannot define itself in 

relation to forms of expression that are only pertinent to it. For this purpose, one 

should look for a definition of cinema understood in this way, once again, apart 

from binary divisions, which easily determine categories, but also contribute to 

building a hierarchy, exclusions, and strengthening binary positions. Another 

issue worth considering is the contemporary understanding of authorship in the 

perspective of a philosophical turn towards the elimination of hierarchical 

divisions after postmodernism. How can we understand in this approach not so 

much artistic cinema, which we can still define more broadly, but the very idea of 

author’s filmmaking, styles and aesthetics? 

Films by Gaspar Noe, Irreversible (2002), Into the Void (2009), Carlos 

Reygadas, Silent Light (2007), Post Tenebras Lux (2012), Our Time (2018) or 

films such as Sátántangó (1994), The Russian Ark (2002), are some of the 

examples of the author’s treatment of the concept of time and space in film, 

which go beyond their classical, Newtonian understanding. Authorship in this 

sense can be understood precisely from the perspective of going beyond the 

classically understood dialectics in relation to elementary aesthetic dimensions - 

space and time. The idea of authorship would therefore refer not so much to the 

position of a filmmaker, but to a unique, specific (singular) form of treating the 

elements of aesthetics and narrative that did not exist before in the film history 

but contribute to the creation of new qualities - aesthetic, philosophical, cognitive 

- at a given historical moment.  

One of the possible, new ways of philosophical view in these films is to 

capture these concepts cinematically in the key of philosophical concepts that go 

beyond postmodernism and find in art new, previously non-existent qualities, 

aesthetic dimensions, and truths. In this sense, a new philosophical language is 

needed that will not use the concepts developed by modern or postmodern 

philosophy, because they are not able to reflect the changes that have occurred in 

contemporary times, both in the area of European film philosophy and film 

practice, which nowadays is difficult to divide in the key of classical dialectics on 

oppositions such as: popular cinema – author’s cinema, classical narrative - post-
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classical narrative, commercial cinema - artistic cinema. Despite the fact that we 

are talking here about the notions of novelty, non-existent qualities, otherness, 

which are not clearly defined, precise philosophical concepts, this is what 

contemporary European film philosophers are all about; to answer the question of 

what else is possible in cinema, how else can we divide the sensible with the use 

of film form to create cinema of means with no ends, or how differently (than 

language, reality, other arts) cinema can express itself artistically and 

philosophically and how we can use it in everyday life and experiencing reality? 

As a result, the division proposed by Deleuze into cinema of image-

movement and cinema time-image cannot be easily separated from each other. 

The ways of existence of non-linear narrative structures, disturbances in the 

chronology of time, resignation from the cause-and-effect principle apply today 

to both artistic and popular cinema, which is still based on the development of 

classical film narratives. Nevertheless, it becomes important to see other levels 

that are responsible for the existence of these new aesthetic dimensions. This is 

where contemporary cinema philosophers come with help, proposing to go 

beyond this aesthetic dimension and look at both political and ethical aspects, 

which, in their opinion, should be examined in a critical perspective, in relation to 

external conditions (politics, economy, culture, social relations) and redefinition 

of film means of expression in relation to the current potential of cinema, which 

results from the contexts in which films are made at a given historical moment. 

It is from this perspective that the shift in thinking about cinema after 

Deleuze and after postmodernism is best seen. A reflection on the reconstruction 

of the concept of subjectivity, which all contemporary philosophers associate with 

the initiation of political and ethical projects, changes the way of thinking about 

cinema and focuses on its possible future character. It can be said that Deleuze 

was primarily interested in the complete classification of film images at a given 

historical moment, emphasizing the need to initiate philosophical projects and the 

development of artistic films that would help to develop the ideas of time-image 

cinema. Agamben, Badiou and Rancière, proposing three different ways of 

philosophical thinking about film art, are more oriented towards the cinema that 

may come, critical cinema that will initiate thinking through images, autonomous 

from language.  

Despite their departure from the theses contained in Cinema or their open 
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disagreement with the way of thinking Deleuze offered in his two volumes, we 

can look at their innovative projects from the perspective of continuing his 

thoughts; entering this empty space that, according to Deleuze, must always be 

filled anew, taking into account the state of society’s consciousness, political 

conditions, knowledge, the state of art, the present critical potential of cinema, 

etc. In this sense, contemporary philosophers propose open projects to continue 

Deleuze’s ideas, initiating reflections that look for new ways of framing the 

relationship between cinema and philosophy by simultaneously opening up to 

critical thinking and ways of engaging the spectators’ awareness in the cinematic 

experience.  

In this respect, all the philosophical projects presented in the work have 

the potential to be creatively incorporated into a film practice that is, by 

paraphrasing Agamben’s saying, yet to come. This undefinable advent, like 

Agamben’s concept of community, results from the fact that, in the spirit of 

Deleuze’s thinking, cinema should constantly renegotiate its stakes, undermine 

and redefine the relations it creates with thinking, art, politics, the representative 

regime and what is given as sensible, that is, everything that can be shown, said, 

done, conceived, experienced in a given space at a given time by particular 

people. The role of the contemporary film philosophy is to discover this potential 

of cinema to create new concepts and think together with cinema, by avoiding to 

become, what for Deleuze philosophy is not - communication, information, a 

hierarchical relationship between the master and a student. 
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