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Ein philosophisches Problem hat die Form:  “Ich kenne mich nicht aus.” 

--Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations 
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In place of beginning. . . . 

 

He sent thither his Theôry, or solemn legation for sacrifice, decked in the richest 

garments. 

--George Grote, A History of Greece (1862) 

 

A new audiovisual culture, whose broad and indiscernible outlines we are only just 

beginning to distinguish, calls us to new modes of existence and forms of experience.  

Like any soul derailed by the vertiginous shock of modernity, we seek a conceptual 

compass to guide us home.  One name for this navigational instrument is theory; 

another may be philosophy. 

An Elegy for Theory is the second of two books where I discuss the fate of 

cinema studies as a field of humanistic inquiry in the twenty-first century. The first book, 

The Virtual Life of Film, explored the philosophical consequences of the disappearance 

of a photographic ontology for the art of film and the future of cinema studies as the 

creative process of filmmaking becomes overtaken by digital technologies.  An Elegy for 

Theory surveys critically the place and function of the idea of theory in the humanities 

as we have lived and still live it today. The Virtual Life of Film concludes by reaffirming 

the importance of theory in that every discipline sustains itself “in theory”--a discipline’s 

coherence derives not from the objects it examines, but rather from the concepts and 

methods it mobilizes to generate critical thought.  An Elegy for Theory continues this 

argument through a critical and historical examination of what theory means for the arts 

and humanities, and why and how it has become a contested concept over the past 
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thirty years. The book also takes the fate of theory in cinema studies as exemplary of 

the more general contestation of theory in the humanities.  Indeed my discovery in 

writing this book is that theory has always been a difficult, unstable, and undisciplined 

concept, and this history of unruliness reaches back 2500 years. 

Like every author, I hope this book will be read and thought about as a whole 

composed of many interconnected parts and voicings, where a sympathetic ear attends 

to the unfolding of themes and variations, harmony and counterpoint, refrains, returns, 

and improvisations, as different lines of thought depart from and return to one another in 

new contexts.  Yet having reached the point where I am ready to release my elegy for 

theory into readers’ hands, I discover with some embarrassment that I have and have 

not written the book I intended to write.  The book should be read as a whole, but many 

readers will justifiably approach it in sections or parts.  Similar to The Virtual Life of Film, 

which this book is meant to complement, An Elegy for Theory is divided into three parts, 

“The Senses of Theory,” “A Cartography of Theory,” and “Philosophy’s Artful 

Conversation.”   Another natural division falls between Part II and Part III, as the third 

part is equal in length to the first two. More significantly, this division marks a turn in my 

argument where the problematic existence of theory becomes the possibility of 

philosophy, especially what I call a philosophy of the humanities. 

I have just said that theory is problematic, meaning in a first sense that when we 

feel puzzled or perplexed, we turn to theory to navigate into and out of the problems 

blocking our paths to thought. (Theories do not resolve problems.  Rather, think of 

theories and problems as mutually sustaining opposed forces.) Parts I and II of this 

book also view “theory” itself as problematic in the extent that, as a word and concept, it 
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is considered to have a sense or to indicate a given practice of thought, or that it even 

has a single continuous history.  In analogy with film’s virtual life, theory is a way of 

thinking that when considered critically and genealogically retreats from us as rapidly as 

we approach it, like a fata morgana.  We moderns in the humanities have lived with 

theory for what seems like a long time.  It has a certain presence to us or for us, which 

some embrace and others resist.  But if theory is considered as something more like a 

language game, in how many ways could it be played?  How variable or consistent 

would the rules remain across these games, and how many varieties of similarity and 

difference might become apparent?   

Considered in this way, my Elegy for Theory now divides into a series of plateaus 

with different areas and elevations, sometimes separated by impassable crevices and 

sometimes connected by hidden passages or overlooked bridges.  This terrain is 

rugged and uneven.  Some plateaus obscure others from clear sighting until we change 

our distance or angle, and many are populated with their own distinct ecosystems, 

some of which are seeded by neighboring land, some not.  All of which is to say that I 

think of this book as something like a topographic map whose aim is to make clear and 

perspicuous the branching lines of descent, but also the breaks, divisions, or fractures, 

where theory’s meaning takes the form of irregular series.  

The first two parts of an Elegy for Theory are organized around important 

historical disruptions in our senses of theory.  Throughout this book, I argue that the 

concept of theory has a long pedigree in the history of philosophy, where theory is often 

in contest or competition with philosophy. At the same time, it is not possible, in either 

the history of philosophy or in the philosophy of science, to attribute a stable sense to 
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theory that leads inexorably toward a perfectible concept around which a final 

consensus can be achieved.  This is one way that theory too has a virtual life with many 

breaks and variations.  It may be that our relation to theory always has been, and 

perhaps always will be, contingent and historical.  For example, in the classical era, a 

vernacular sense of theoria as civic witnessing, watching, observing, or giving official 

and reliable testimony is displaced around the 4th century BC by a newer sense of 

attentive reflection or meditation, something closer to what later became contemplatio in 

Latin translation. Concomitant with this transformation is the invention of a new practice 

of thought as well as a new mode of life, called philosophein or philosophizing, whose 

reach towards understanding the world also aims at transforming the self. The desire for 

a philosophical life is driven not only by a thirst for knowledge, but also and principally 

by ethical dissatisfaction and existential dilemmas that encourage the quest for a new 

way of life or mode of existence. 

A second rupture occurs in the later 18th century, where variations in concepts of 

theory make of it a term of mediation between the senses and reason.  At this moment 

theory is linked to another too familiar term undergoing new pressures of 

transformation--aesthetic.  Moreover, debates on the senses of theory in relation to art 

and science, and whether there can be a science of art, are part and parcel with the 

emergence of philosophy as a university faculty and an academic discipline.  While the 

two moments of rupture are very different and singular in many respects, each 

discontinuity is also accompanied by a process of retrojection; in other words, the 

messy and conflictual history of the concept is suppressed in each new instance by 

projecting past historical continuities backwards to construct a teleology that leads 
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inevitably to its present now favored definition.  Every violent conceptual struggle is thus 

followed by efforts to provide a venerable ancestry for newly won definitions of the 

concept.  New concepts of theory are thus often guided by present interest through 

forces of retrojection that make the unfamiliar familiar again. 

As exemplified in the Introduction to Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetic, periods of 

discontinuity and debate also inspire a drive to legislate boundaries between the 

activities of theory, philosophy, and science, which in turn seek to establish 

epistemological hierarchies among these practices.  But these boundaries, too, are 

unstable, fluid, and often blurred and indiscernible or exchangeable.  The legislative 

drive often takes the form of debates concerning what a science is, or what philosophy 

is or may be, with theory as an intermediate term floating uncertainly between the two. 

To achieve some clarity in evaluating these historical disruptions and debates, I suggest 

that there are three basic semantic domains where theory is deployed as a language 

game--what I call the vernacular, the methodical, and the scientific--though in individual 

uses they can overlap, become interchangeable, or even confused.   

By the mid-nineteenth century the problem with theory, what makes theory 

problematic in its variable senses, is that it is divided from within by forking genealogical 

roots--one sunk deeply in the ancient ground of philosophy, the other maturing and 

flourishing out of the history of positivism and the empirical sciences--that will be 

unequally nourished in the twentieth century.  Even so, the evocation of theory as a 

practice or special concept of knowledge remains rare up to the mid-twentieth century, 

especially in the arts and humanities.  There are interesting and significant exceptions, 

however, where the appeal to theory or “theories of,” no matter how rare, yield powerful 
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instances, some of which associate an idea of theory with crises of modernity. From this 

perspective, a work like György Lukács’ The Theory of the Novel may be read, as 

Lukács himself suggests in a retrospective preface, in a way where theory signifies the 

response to this crisis, at once ethical and social, where one no longer feels at home in 

the world and where the movements of history are experienced not as progress but 

rather as the headlong rush into catastrophe.  

Discontinuity, retrojection, and rarity are important watchwords in my elegy for 

theory.  The second part of the book narrows the historical focus to the twentieth 

century, where the history of cinema as an art form, and the history of thought about 

cinema, emerge alongside a new discourse of the human sciences. I characterize this 

thought as three historically distinct yet often overlapping discursive modalities: the 

aesthetic discourse, the discourse of structure or signification, and the discourse of 

ideology or culture.  (Part III of my elegy for theory will begin by examining the 

paradoxical question of what comes “after” theory, whether in the form of the post-

Theory debates of the 1990s, or in the suggestion that theory is displaced by philosophy 

and history.) 

Part II of this book is not so much a history of theory in film or the human 

sciences as a critical examination of significant moments of rupture, reconsideration, 

and retrojection where theory takes itself as its own object, examines and reconfigures 

its genealogy, conceptual structure, and terminology, and posits for itself a new identity 

and cultural standing. It may seem odd to take the history of thought about cinema as 

representative of a much larger and complex debate in the humanities, but there are 

several advantages of narrowing my analysis in this way.  Focusing on the history of a 
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single field of discourse makes my account more manageable.  In addition, while film 

studies is relatively young as a university discipline, thought about cinema as been 

conceptually and discursively bound up with the main twentieth century critical debates 

about both literature and art.  In many cases, what comes to be known as literary or art 

theory is forged in the same historical contexts as writing on film, and all three can be 

seen as belonging to and interacting in common discursive and conceptual frameworks. 

Theory is a tangled skein composed from many threads--this is already the lesson of 

Part I--whose filaments must be followed both individually and in the weave of their 

shifting patterns. Accordingly, my arguments will focus on significant points of passage 

and displacement in the genealogy of theory:  Riccioto Canudo as exemplar of the 

aesthetic discourse, Boris Eikhenbaum and Russian Formalism, the filmology 

movement in France, the rise of structuralism and the early work of Christian Metz, and 

finally, the acknowledged and unacknowledged influence of Louis Althusser on the 

discourses of political modernism, culturalism, and the politics of identity.  These points 

of passage should be imagined less as fixed and successive periods, or conceptual 

schemes overturning and replacing one another, than as overlapping and intersecting 

genres of discourse full of retentions, returns, and unexpected extensions, as well as 

ellipses and omissions. What I offer here is not a history of contemporary theory, then, 

but rather something like the elements of a historiography of concepts, enunciative 

modalities, and discursive formations in which developments in the academic study of 

film might stand, pars pro toto, for the vicissitudes of theory in the humanities more 

generally.   
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Our contemporary tendency to characterize “Theory” as a genre of discourse in 

the humanities is a fairly recent phenomena, appearing gradually only after WW II.  To 

the extent that a concept of “film theory” emerges in a common framework with ideas of 

literary or art theory, and that all three have comparable conceptual commitments 

forged in the shifting discursive contexts of aesthetics, Russian formalism, structuralism, 

and post-structuralism, the study of film study provides an admirably clear case for 

describing transformations and debates on theory in general.  By the same token, the 

post-Theory debate launched by David Bordwell and Noël Carroll in film studies in the 

1990s--with which I begin Part III of this book--offers a fascinating and clarifying context 

for investigating the conceptual claims of the various efforts to critique, overturn, or 

forget “theory” more generally in the humanities. 

The plateaus of Part III mark off several interconnected territories where 

philosophy tests it difference from and frontiers with theory.  My guiding idea is that 

while philosophy is linked to theory in many inescapable ways, it still remains distinct 

from theory as a practice. These plateaus are in turn divided by a valley that passes 

from further examinations of theory’s contested life to a more constructive vision of or 

for philosophy, or what I will call a philosophy of the humanities.   

In our contemporary moment, philosophy has many rivals, many from within 

philosophy itself, who seek to transform it or even to do away with it by projecting a 

single standard of rationality for all forms of thought. This attitude is exemplified in 

contemporary attacks on theory in the humanities and in the prestige currently enjoyed 

by cognitive science and evolutionary psychology. David Bordwell’s critique of 

interpretation and his promotion of historical poetics are formidable examples of this 
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trend.  In these sections my intention is not to question Bordwell’s influential and 

admirable work on problems of history, style, and poetics, but rather to respond to his 

rather acid critique of and disdain for the humanities.  Bordwell’s work on historical 

poetics is guided by a concept that I call, somewhat ironically, “’good’ theory.”   As a 

rival to what both Bordwell and Noël Carroll call grand Theory, good theory aims to 

anchor analysis and history in the epistemological ideals of rational and empirical 

inquiry proximate to the natural sciences. I use the example of good theory to question 

whether this standard of rationality is any more stable than the positions it opposes, and 

to introduce my critique of what P. M. S. Hacker calls the tendency to “scientism,” or the 

illicit extension of the methods and concepts of experimental science into areas of 

human expression and culture where they do not apply. 

Bordwell’s critique of interpretation and his promotion of historical poetics marks 

one phase in contemporary contestations of theory in film, where the turn to cognitivism 

and evolutionary psychology have provided new opportunities to replace theory with 

methods and approaches inspired by analytical philosophies of science.  Another phase 

subjects the association of theory with science to philosophical critique.  Deeply 

influenced by Ludwig Wittgenstein’s purported critique of theory in the Philosophical 

Investigations, this perspective calls for a new orientation in the examination of culture 

and the arts through a philosophy of the humanities.  

No doubt the appeal of good theory is very great, especially for those who seek 

certainty and stable grounds for knowledge.  The open questions remain, however, 

what counts as knowing, and whether or not there is a single standard of knowledge 

applicable in all cases, or whether there are justifiable forms of knowledge that are both 
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contingent and context dependent, and which are to be valued for their contingency and 

context dependency.  In my view, the logical frameworks of cognitivism and historical 

poetics, on the one hand, and the strain of analytic philosophy of science proximate to 

and critical of the humanities, on the other, overreach in projecting their particular view 

of rationality as a single standard of explanation.  The interest of the later Wittgenstein 

for my book, and for the humanities in general, begins with his attack on the 

identification of philosophy with science.  This leads to another critical challenge to 

theory as laid out in the Introduction to Richard Allen and Malcolm Turvey’s important 

collection, Wittgenstein, Theory and the Arts.  In reading Allen and Turvey, I examine 

and reassess Wittgenstein’s purported rejection of theory as a method inappropriate for 

philosophical investigation of thought and culture.  My aim here is to ask whether the 

conceptual investigation and evaluation of theory in all its historical varieties and 

differences can be preserved within the framework of philosophy as Wittgenstein 

conceived it, which also means asking whether strict borders between philosophy and 

theory must really be strictly marked.   

The turn to the later Wittgenstein introduces one of the major arguments of Part 

III, which is to sketch out an idea of a philosophy of the humanities inspired by G. H. von 

Wright’s assertion that the humanities study phenomena of culture or expression--call 

these forms of human life--that may and should be distinguished logically from methods 

and objects of study in the natural sciences.  A primary task of a philosophy of the 

humanities is to assess the limits of scientific explanation, and in turn to describe and 

defend the sui generis character of humanistic understanding.  Questions of 

interpretation, aesthetic judgment, and ethical evaluation are of central concern to the 
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humanities, and here I set out the layered and multifaceted connections between these 

activities and Wittgenstein’s more prominent philosophical attention to problems of 

language and psychology. 

One of the principle trends of twentieth century philosophy, which G. H. von 

Wright justly criticized, is an excessive concern with epistemology that leads to a kind of 

conceptual poverty and value nihilism.  The goal of a philosophy of the humanities is to 

redress this imbalance between epistemology and ethics, and to understand how the 

particular form of the will to truth expressed by scientism not only excludes a priori ways 

of knowing and interpreting that may be of great value, but also willfully tries to make 

the humanities disappear behind the mask of science.  The line of thought that weaves 

from the later Wittgenstein through the work of von Wright, Hacker, Stanley Cavell, 

Richard Rorty, and Charles Taylor, among others, can then be understood as motivated 

by the desire to assert and defend the autonomy of humanistic investigation and 

understanding.   

The idea that a philosophy of the humanities derives from the sui generis 

character of humanistic understanding takes inspiration from Charles Taylor’s account 

of humans as self-interpreting animals.  Taylor’s fascinating claim is that our knowledge 

of reality, and the reality of our selves, are inseparable from our experience of reality in 

terms of both knowledge and value, and of what we value in our ways of knowing 

ourselves and in the modes of existence we construct and inhabit. To interpret and to 

understand necessarily require a reflexive turn in acts of self-interpretation where 

problems of knowing are inextricably intertwined with questions of import and value.  

Therefore, ethics and reason, evaluation and interpretation, are intertwined activities 
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because to claim to know is always to value certain ways of knowing, and to value is to 

project a world commensurate with the forms of reason one aspires to define and 

develop in conceptual expression.  To project a world also means that philosophy is 

concerned with the expansion and conceptual renovation of our expressive resources 

as avenues toward possible transformations of our terms of existence. Philosophy must 

be imagined as a practice of change and invention, of augmenting, enlarging, and 

enhancing our conceptual schemes, of creating new styles of thought, and of projecting 

future states of self and society to which we aspire.   

Along these lines of thought, the reminder of Part III is devoted to discussing two 

philosophers as exemplars of the twinned projects of ethical and epistemological 

evaluation:  Gilles Deleuze and Stanley Cavell. Deleuze and Cavell are two 

contemporary philosophers with distinctly original conceptions of the specificity of 

philosophy and of philosophical expression in relation to film and the arts.  In reading 

these two thinkers together, I want to deepen and clarify their original contributions to 

our understanding of film and of contemporary philosophical problems of ontology and 

ethics, and interpretation and evaluation. The remaining plateaus of Part III are then 

guided by three primary questions:  What are Deleuze and Cavell’s particular 

conceptions of philosophy, and why is art or film so central to that conception? How do 

Deleuze and Cavell conceive philosophical practice as being immanent to artistic or 

cinematographic expression? And finally, what conception of ethics informs these two 

prior questions? 

Despite their apparent differences of approach and style, the philosophical work 

of Deleuze and Cavell are linked by many common themes:  the relation of philosophy 
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to art or science; the necessary role of the friend in philosophy; the critique of the cogito 

as an image of thought and existence; and dedication to an image of time or change as 

force, becoming, and recurrence deeply influenced by Nietzsche and Kierkegaard.  

Another obvious way of linking Deleuze and Cavell is that in their own unique ways both 

share a picture of philosophy as inherently problematic; that is, as posing its own 

existence as a problem that must continually be revisited, rethought, and reassessed.  

The problematic nature of philosophy often takes the form of ethical questioning--what 

is the good of philosophy?--and in both philosophers the ethical relation is inseparable 

from our relationship to thought.  For how we think, and whether we sustain a relation to 

thought or not, is bound up with our choices of a mode of existence and our relations 

with others and to the world. Odd as it may seem, there is a profound connecting thread 

that runs through Wittgenstein, Deleuze, and Cavell in the idea of restlessness and 

homelessness as the condition of thought, and that what matters most to philosophy 

can only be shown, not possessed or expressed.  And if it could be expressed, it is 

likely to be misunderstood.  In this perspective, philosophy is not a state to be attained, 

but a condition always to be discovered. 

My account of Deleuze’s possible contributions to (film) philosophy follow upon 

my sketch of the elements or grammar of a possible philosophy of the humanities, with 

its concern for interpretation and ethical evaluation.  A key criterion for linking and 

contrasting Deleuze and Cavell is their common articulation of dilemmas of skepticism 

and the problem of belief.  Here the path from Deleuze to Cavell takes an interesting 

turn.  While Deleuze’s Spinozan ontology presents a universe or plane of immanence 

where skepticism should be made irrelevant, in The Time-Image his ethical picture of 
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humanity’s broken link with the world demonstrates Deleuze’s difficulty in accounting for 

the human dimensions of this dilemma and the possible range of responses to it.  A 

deep though not immediately apparent connection between Cavell and Deleuze might 

be located precisely at this point.  There is a sinuous line where Cavell and Deleuze’s 

accounts of ontology complement one another, as if two pieces of a puzzle, whose 

pictures portray different worlds that nonetheless fit precisely at their joins.  Along this 

line, Deleuze’s ethical demand to restore belief in this world finds itself paired with 

Cavell’s career-long examination of the grammar of acknowledgement and the logic of 

moral perfectionism. In turn, Cavell’s work is exemplary of a philosophy of and for the 

humanities, particularly in his original attempt to rebalance the concerns of 

epistemology and ethics. 

The common denominator between Deleuze and Cavell occurs in a grammar of 

worlding or worldliness:  to acknowledge our connection to the world, as a moral 

connection to the world and to others; to believe again not in a transcendent world, but 

in this world with its reticence or recalcitrance, but also with its powers of change. 

Deleuze and Cavell are therefore both concerned with a similar problem:  how does the 

subject undergo or experience change?  However, unlike Deleuze, in Cavell time does 

not operate as a metaphysical constant, but rather as an ethical will that must be 

continually re-enacted because it is continually forgotten.  One might say, then, that 

moral perfectionism is to Cavell’s philosophy what becoming is to Deleuze.  Both 

concepts require new attention to the force of time in relation to qualities of change and 

transformation rooted in new and original approaches to Nietzsche’s thought.  I call this 

discovering a passion for time.  For both philosophers, the moving image is a privileged 
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medium for exploring this passion for time, but in a special way.  Filmic expression does 

not exemplify concepts or provide examples for philosophy; as artful expression it is 

philosophy, or rather, a becoming-philosophy tending toward conceptual formation.  As  

expression, one of art’s many happy occupations is to be a friend to philosophy, and to 

aid in philosophical becoming. 
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