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23. An Elegy for Theory 
 

Éloge.  n. m. (1580: lat. elogium, pris au sens gr. eulogia).  ◆ 1.  Discours pour 
célébrer qqn. ou qqch.  Éloge funèbre, académique.  Éloge d’un saint.   
—Le Petit Robert  
 
[P]hilosophy, as I understand it, is indeed outrageous, inherently so.  It seeks to 
disquiet the foundations of our lives and to offer us in recompense nothing better 
than itself—and this on the basis of no expert knowledge, of nothing closed to the 
ordinary human being, once, that is to say, that being lets himself or herself be 
informed by the process and ambition of philosophy. 
—Stanley Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness  

 

I would have preferred to title this project “Éloge de la théorie,” for in composing an elegy 

for theory I have kept in mind the subtle variations present in French.  Combining the 

English sense of both eulogy and elegy, and something more besides, an éloge can be 

both praise song and funereal chant, panegyric and chanson d’adieu.  (In addition, it 

conveys the second meaning of a legal judgment expressed in someone’s favor.)  If you 

feel I have been indecisive or unnecessarily subtle in my assessments of the prospects and 

future of theory, this is perhaps because it is necessary to explore critically the full range of 

emotions it inspires.  Certainly I think the enterprise of theory is still a worthy one.  Yet 

why in contemporary critical discourse are there so few left to praise and none to love it? 

 

This question is still unanswered.  Your work is long, and yet having reached the end of 

this journey, I feel we are left with no clear definition of theory, or even Theory, and no 

sense of whether we should embrace or contest it.   

 

If one accepts my argument about discontinuity and retrojection in genealogies of theories 

as set out in Elegy for Theory, then the idea of theory as a potentially unified or unifiable 

concept is chimerical.  The variable senses of theory can only be located pragmatically, as 
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contingent and historically positioned practices.  Indeed our idea that Theory could 

represent a genre of critical discourse for the humanities, falling somewhere in between 

criticism and philosophy, is fairly new, arising only in the 1960s. The goal of my two 

books could never have been to produce a stable conceptual definition and defense or 

criticism of theory or Theory. The best one can do in the framework I have offered is to 

delineate and examine the variety of language games in which concepts of theory have 

been deployed. And in grasping their overlaps, uneven edges, tectonic shifts, and 

contested borders, to consider theory as an open set.  When examined genealogically, 

“theory” can only be presented as what Wittgenstein calls an intermediate case.  There is 

a virtual life of theory no less powerful or elusive than that of film. We will never settle on 

a satisfactory definition of theory, even though one of the attractions of theory may be to 

demand just this satisfaction from us.  

We still hold a picture of theory in our minds as an orderly image well composed 

and contained in a beautiful frame.  It is rather a wild mountainside, densely forested and 

overgrown with prickly vegetation.  So let us produce a natural history of theory, no 

matter how disorderly, clearing back the brambles to discover the eccentric paths—call 

them rhizomes—twisting over and through the concept.  Or even a geology of theory 

where one finds in exposed crevices and cracks a tangle of superimposed layers from 

different ages, discolored and bleeding one into the other while still preserving something 

of their distinctiveness.  There is still a picture, or series of pictures here, though it will 

take genealogy’s tactful eye and sensitive hand to draw it out.  And in making our way 

along this mountainside, in good weather or bad, we may find ourselves emerging out of 

theory onto the landscape of philosophy. 

 

Nevertheless, just as Wittgenstein approaches and critiques the notion of absolute value 

by assembling and testing the variety of language games in which concepts of ethics are 

deployed, can we not settle on some idea of theory, and thus achieve some consensus 

regarding its senses and its range of activities?  
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We turn to or from theory with ease, though often without critical acknowledgement and 

interrogation of its multiple provenances and lines of descent. I have tried to make a full 

account of theory’s long and complex genealogy, to feel completely its weight and 

density, and to plunge unafraid into its tangle of meanings and practices. One of my 

principal motivations for undertaking such a long and arduous journey was to demonstrate 

how across the history of philosophy theory returns and continually remakes itself as a 

rival to philosophy.  From the standpoints of ethics and epistemology there are many 

disputed borders between theory and philosophy, and the territories they contest are 

themselves continually shifting and evolving.  

Yet, perhaps one frontier, no matter how elusive, could be drawn in this way.  

Theory is often driven by a desire for certain or secure knowledge, no matter how quixotic 

the quest. In its latest space or location of contestation, the academic practice of Theory is 

a curious mix of structuralist and post-structuralist arguments.  While post-structuralism 

sought to counter the positivist and scientific pretentions of structuralism, nonetheless a 

certain specter of truth refused to be exorcised.  In the age of Theory this will to truth was 

sustained in an identitarian epistemology that persisted in locating truth, the truth of the 

subject, and the subject’s access to truth, in the essence granting experience of an 

asymmetrical relation to power.  At the same time, theory and philosophy often meet in 

interesting ways in post-structuralism, especially in a line that runs through Kristeva, 

Barthes, Derrida, Foucault, and Deleuze.  Kristeva and Barthes especially approach theory 

as a turning of the subject upon herself, or in a concept’s turn upon itself, in the form of a 

critical division and asymmetry within the subject that projects future relations to 

knowledge and to self.  

The desire for philosophy, however, is expressed only in what might be 

characterized as persistent existential crisis. “What is philosophy?” is the intractable and 

insistent question to which every philosophy worth its salt returns.  In Contesting Tears, 

Cavell observes that this might be the only question to which philosophy is really bound.  

And regardless of its historically contingent forms, to cease caring about the practice and 

existence of philosophy is to abandon it recklessly to logic, science, politics, or religion. 
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Here it would seem that an open or incomplete notion of the practice(s) of philosophy is 

now turning around your vision of theory as an open set. 

 

Our senses of theory cannot be resolved into a continuous picture.  Theory’s genealogical 

lines are contested, discontinuous, variable, and retrojecting; once examined 

genealogically, they begin to unravel like so many multicolored and differently textured 

threads falling from a tangled skein.  Alternatively, in spite of the variability of its forms, 

contexts, and methods, the practice of philosophy displays relative continuity.  (This is one 

of the most compelling lessons of Pierre Hadot’s work, among others.) This is the final 

irony or paradox of this book, and the reason why a life in philosophy requires an elegy 

for theory.   

Perhaps the moment has finally arrived to state clearly that despite their jagged and 

irregular borders, and all of the seams or edges that both link and separate them like the 

ocean meeting the land, both reaching over and withdrawing from it, philosophy is not 

theory.  Philosophy may overlap with and link to many problems of theory, yet for me it 

remains distinct from theory as a practice. 

One way to characterize theory might be as an activity wherein experience is 

converted into thought, and so made expressible and communicable to others. Along 

these lines one might also say that theory is outward directed while philosophy is inward 

directed.  Theory’s primary activity is explanation. Theories designate or refer to an object, 

which they hope to completely describe and whose effects they wish to account for or 

explain.  In its generality, this definition counts as much for the criticism of art as it does 

for investigations of the natural world.  Alternatively, in turning to art and other forms of 

human inventiveness, philosophy expresses knowledge of our selves and our relations 

with others.  Art provokes in philosophy self-referring inquiries and evaluations of our 

ways of being and styles of existence. Here interpretation and evaluation are always 

turning one over the other as mutually amplifying activities.  This is why I refer to 

philosophy as artful conversation.  The style of philosophical expression is ontological and 

moral or ethical, more than it is epistemological. And in turn, philosophy is a practice of 
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styling the self and of projecting a world, no matter how unattainable, where that self 

might find new expression. 

 

You still leave many questions unanswered, and you have also strayed very far from 

standing conceptions of film and media study.  Does philosophy belong in the critical and 

historical study of film, not to mention literature or art?  Do we need philosophy to give us 

better theories, or even to teach us to live without theory? 

 

I can put the idea more radically in an example. Film theories are "about" film—they take 

or even construct films as objects of knowledge. They propose explanatory concepts to 

examine what film is (and these concepts will give us many competing definitions) and to 

explain its logics and effects. Here one presumes the empirical existence and history of the 

object and its effects, and the activities of theory are dependent on our sense of this 

object.   

Alternatively, philosophy turns to film to examine and clarify problems and 

concepts that are of concern to philosophy. Paradoxically, this means that a (film) 

philosophy is not necessarily a part of film studies; rather, it belongs to philosophy alone. 

Philosophy explains nothing "about" film. However, it might have a lot to say about why 

and how film and the arts matter to us, why we value them, and how we try to make sense 

of ourselves and the world with and through them. It may even want to examine our 

"theories" of film to test their conditions of sense. However, I do not seek in philosophy a 

model for theorizing for the straightforward reason that, for me, philosophy is not theory, 

and does not propose theories. Its domain and activities lies elsewhere.  

If a philosophical reading returns to film or literary studies some fact or insight 

regarding the nature or history of the medium and its meanings, it is in the form of a gift. 

Here philosophy overlaps with or contributes to theory, perhaps, but it does not become, 

for all that, a theory of film or art or literature. Perhaps we should reserve for theory 

epistemological inquiries into the nature of things, matters, and causes?  Theory would be 

epistemological and empirical, then, in diverse and open senses of the concept. Still, there 

is a point where philosophy and theory touch or find a common join:  where in examining 
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an object we also evaluate the conditions and styles of knowing, limits as well as 

possibilities, that confront us in efforts, successful or not, toward knowing.  

If there is any continuity to my work of the past thirty years (and I hope that there 

is), it has been to probe and test the conceptual foundations of what we say about film or 

the arts. Here there is a second task for theory, one which borders on philosophy, and 

which Kant calls "critique" as testing the limits and possibilities of our knowledge. This 

second task of theory can come into conflict with the first to the extent that it makes us 

aware that we are constantly creating our objects, or at least the forms of their 

intelligibility and value, and thus they do not pre-exist our conceptual characterizations, 

but are always relative to them. (This is perhaps one of the greatest lessons of Althusser 

that seventies film studies neglected to absorb.) Philosophy is ill-served, though, when its 

self-image is based on establishing conditions of truth, or judgments of truth and falsity.  It 

is better served in casting epistemology not in matters of science but in questions of ethics:  

What do we want from truth?  What powers does the will to truth serve, and what world 

would it make in its image?  This activity is evaluative. Ethical (self) investigations and the 

ethical evaluation of epistemology—the will behind styles of thought—are two of the 

domains proper to philosophy.  

And now comes a third turning. There is conceptual critique but also conceptual 

creation and innovation. This is what really interests me in Deleuze or Cavell. Here 

philosophy engages art in order to aid the further creation or clarification of concepts. As 

philosophers, when we turn to film we come back to philosophy.  

 

Are Deleuze and Cavell theorists or philosophers?  

 

Well, a bit of both. Cavell reads films very closely and I think he has made a significant 

and undervalued contribution to the problem of defining genres. That is a real theoretical 

contribution. And Deleuze has helped us to understand films in a host of new ways. But it 

is almost always the case that this theoretical work in both thinkers is geared toward 

moving forward larger and more general philosophical problems. Is this kind of 

philosophical work only metaphysical or speculative? No, because our engagements with 
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the world, both moral and epistemological, are orientated by the concepts we inhabit and 

deploy pragmatically. And we can only understand those engagements, and possibly 

transform them, by reflexively practicing conceptual critique and conceptual innovation. 

In our artful conversations, film and other forms of art often help this reflection in 

profound ways, but in so doing, we are usually philosophizing, not theorizing.  

Your question puts into focus something I have been thinking about for a long time. 

Am I really a "film theorist"? In my career have I ever presented something resembling a 

film theory, generalizable concepts or arguments that explain something about the nature 

and effect of film? In some of my early essays, perhaps, but I think in none of my books. 

And if this activity is not theoretical, then how do I describe what has driven me to write 

the books that I have written? "Working in philosophy," writes Wittgenstein in Culture and 

Value, "is really more a working on oneself. On one's own interpretation. On one's way of 

seeing things. (And what one expects of them.)" I have yet to find a better characterization 

of philosophical investigation. 

 

I believe your emphases on interpretation and evaluation are too strong.  Can one not 

make knowledge claims without any larger epistemological or ethical commitments? 

 

How can one make knowledge claims without commitment to an ethical perspective that 

would give them value and provide criteria for what makes them reasonable or not? What 

my vision of philosophy teaches us is that adherence to a domain of reason is marked by 

an existential choice. In any case, one should have a sense of what one values in knowing 

if knowledge claims are to be worth something. This is why Charles Taylor insists that 

evaluating import ascriptions are vital to assessments of our claims to reason and their 

potentially transformative effects, for good or ill.  At the same time, it is crucial to evaluate 

and critique continually the senses of theory or philosophy to which we find ourselves 

attracted. It is equally important to clearly acknowledge that the senses of theory to which 

we feel epistemologically allied are wrapped into uses of language and to forms of life that 

we value and express discursively, and which in turn are framed and conditioned by 

history.  You might see here, then, why ethical evaluation is so important to me. In 
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philosophy, and perhaps even "theory," I believe that the separation of epistemological 

questions from ethical ones is a dangerous business. And I do think it is impossible to 

make a claim to knowledge outside of an implicit or explicit sense of what we value in 

knowledge and how we go about seeking it. 

I can put the question in another way.  In “Traveling Theory” Edward Said notes the 

obvious yet always incompletely learned fact that no reading is neutral or innocent.  Every 

interpretation arises in the context of some guiding concept or idea, however implicit or 

unconscious.  No matter how open or ambiguous, such conceptual frameworks guide 

interpretation and sense making, and we can call these frameworks, theory.  Another 

feature of theory is that it is invariably incomplete because, happily, conceptual 

understanding can never exhaust the interest of everyday life and experience for us. This 

observation is important, since aspirations to systematicity, continuity, homogeneity, 

completeness, and universality are among the most persistent qualities of what one might 

call theory’s truth games; likewise their force of retrojection in each new appearing. 

Nevertheless, theory travels in time no less than space, and each one of its displacements 

yields new mutations of sense, enlarging or constricting its potential for generating new 

ideas or for connecting to new areas of interest.  Displacements in context also mean that 

theories are continually translated and retranslated in both literal and abstract senses—

their “language” can be deformed and refashioned, leading to renewal or decline.  All of 

which is to say that in spite of its retrojecting tendencies, theory has no sense nor power in 

the absence of history. 

 

Perhaps this is another way of asserting thought’s relation to time, and of philosophy’s 

relation to history or genealogy? Is not historical thinking a real alternative to theory or 

philosophy? 

 

This intuition is also incompletely learned. Why do we resist fully embracing the fact that 

thought is time bound?  I think of this as a piercing of theory by history, which subjects the 

internal structure of concepts to a certain violence that loosens the connections among its 

components, holding them open, fragmenting them, or producing irregular spaces where 
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new and foreign genetic materials sometimes settle and blossom.  To attend fully to the 

force of history in theory or philosophy requires attention to detail and sensitivity to 

context as well as receptiveness to time.  Said calls this “critical consciousness,” which is 

one of his most powerful yet least remarked upon concepts. Critical consciousness is not a 

rival to theory. (Neither is philosophy rival to theory to my mind.)  Indeed critical 

consciousness is close to what Nietzsche calls genealogy.  It is something like the 

conscience of philosophy or theory, or an ethical will that encourages critical thought to 

evaluate the displacement and mutation of concepts in time and place in constant 

recognition that sense and value are relational and contextual.   

 

Would critical consciousness be an act of theory or philosophy? 

 

Said characterizes critical consciousness as a spatial sense or faculty for measuring and 

assessing the situatedness of theory and its incompleteness in any given situation.  

Theories emerge, persist, mutate, or decline in response to specific and often unrepeatable 

historical forces in concrete circumstances.  Investigating the historical senses of theory or 

mapping its genealogies, then, does not only mean restoring or deepening knowledge of a 

theory’s provenance but also critically assessing the singularity of its appearances.   The 

singularity of a theory’s historical displacements also shows that no theory exhausts, or is 

itself exhausted by, its original or subsequent locations.   

 

But what happens to the association of theory with politics here, or perhaps more 

precisely, the critique of ideology?  Or in fact the relation of theory or philosophy to 

practices lived and suffered? 

 

Said says that above all “critical consciousness is awareness of the resistances to theory, 

reactions to it elicited by those concrete experiences or interpretations with which it is in 
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conflict.”1 One might even say that theories “decline” grammatically and genealogically in 

or through forces of resistance.  In this sense, every theory is a grid of selection and 

omission, produced in conflict and productive of dissensus. Genealogy as critical 

consciousness not only restores a sense of the historical conflicts in which theories are 

born and to which they respond, it is also the critic’s job, as Said puts it, “to provide 

resistances to theory, to open it up toward historical reality, toward society, toward human 

needs and interests, to point up those concrete instances drawn from everyday reality that 

lie outside or just beyond the interpretive area necessarily designated in advance and 

thereafter circumscribed by every theory” (“Traveling Theory” 241-242).  In this critical 

consciousness is a third domain, distinct from both theory and philosophy yet overlapping 

with them.  Indeed, one of the attractions of the kind of philosophy I care about in figures 

as diverse as Wittgenstein, Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, Lyotard, or Cavell, is its critical 

capacity—the desire for philosophy is incited in those very conditions that oppose or resist 

thought.  For Cavell, this critical capacity defines the difficulty of philosophy as well as its 

particular strength, which Cavell himself characterizes as receiving “inspiration for taking 

thought from the very conditions that oppose thought, as if the will to thought were as 

imperative as the will to health and to freedom” (Pursuits of Happiness 42).  The 

possibility of thinking, or better critical thinking, should also be a potential pursuit of 

happiness, and thus part of the daily practice of the good city. 

Of course, one must also take account of the resistance to philosophy, which has 

often occurred from within philosophy itself.  Our vision of philosophy today (primarily 

academic philosophy) is a also a picture transposed retroactively on the whole history of 

philosophy.  And philosophy’s vision of itself (primarily analytic philosophy) is one that 

wants to stand apart from this history in its attachments to abstract reason as an activity 

and a form of life that belittles matters of value, say art or ethics, as “metaphysical.”  The 

critical stance of analytic philosophy is one wherein the whole history of philosophy must 

be accepted or rejected, and critiqued, only from within the framework of analytic 

                                            
1 Edward W. Said, “Traveling Theory” in The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge:  
Harvard University Press, 1983) 242. 
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philosophy and its own claim to reason.  Here again, we must reclaim or try to imagine 

what is continuous, as well as discontinuous, in a life called philosophy.  Analytic 

philosophy is too small an island, or too low a hill, for surveying the continent of 

philosophy.  (In any case, its gaze is turned in the wrong direction.)  If Kant is the great 

turning point in philosophy—its modernization or modernity, hence its institutionalization 

in the university—then Kant’s reading of Hume, Rousseau, Descartes, Spinoza, and 

Leibniz accomplishes a violent double gesture.  These thinkers enter a history of 

philosophy as academic philosophy as the creation of systems and their critiques—an 

Oedipal line of father-killing.  But in so doing, other lines of descent, other conceptions 

and genealogies of philosophy are suppressed.  And this includes the classical 

philosophers, who taught in academies but were not academics, and where philosophy 

had a different role with respect to the polis.  Think again here of Emerson’s and Thoreau’s 

or Nietzsche’s wish to recover or heal philosophy, thus freeing it from its 

professionalization. 

 

I am curious now about what interpretation means in this context?  Is interpretation an 

intermediary practice where we pass from theory to philosophy? 

 

You have led me to understand that interpretation has a special sense for philosophy.  The 

central question that binds Deleuze and Cavell’s conception of philosophy in something 

like a common grammar is:  How is change possible, or better, how is human change 

possible?  In this context, the need for interpretation often begins in confrontation with an 

internal and external division.  Foucault calls this a confrontation with the Outside (of self 

or of thought; in any case something completely alien to the world I currently inhabit).  

For Deleuze my internal or external relation to time is something that divides me like an 

alien force.  In other terms, the need for interpretation arises in the experience of 

unknownness—of others’ unknownness to me or my unknownness to myself—and in this 

interpretability also takes account of my capacity for being unknown to others.  The 

difficulty of being unknown is a quality that we all share, or a form of life we inhabit in 
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common as humans.  And only in acknowledging this commonality can we avoid 

skepticism and violence by entering into interpretation, no matter how difficult or unsure. 

This is also why the dilemmas of skepticism are as much ethical as epistemological. 

My explicit promotion of philosophy, and hesitant withdrawal from theory, is inspired in 

important ways by Cavell’s attempts to moderate problems of epistemology as raised by 

skepticism’s persistent claims on us. In this way, the will to theory may be reframed in 

terms of the skeptical tendency to want too much from knowledge of the external world, 

or of other minds. The Claim to Reason might thus be read as an attempt to curb the 

immoderate desire of epistemology to require certainty in all domains, where in fact there 

is not one standard of knowing or rationality for all things, especially human thoughts, 

actions, and creativity.  In contrast to theory, philosophy embraces this uncertainty, no 

matter how disorienting or alarming, as a path toward change, and for its possibilities of a 

life examined and reexamined in oneself and with a community of others. This is why 

Cavell insists that what opens us to possible knowledge of the human, or of discovering 

the internal relation of each human being with all others, is the experience of being 

unknown to myself and to others. The perfectionist practice of refinding the truth of 

oneself, or the humanity in oneself, is a journey whose first step is discovering that one is 

lost to the world, as if buried in a fantasy of skepticism. The call to interpret in philosophy 

is inspired by this fundamental insight.  Fueled by the attraction of certain knowledge, the 

temptation of skepticism is the fantasy of possessing absolute knowledge of the world, of 

self, or of others.  But the will to interpret, the desire to interpret, arises from the 

experience of confronting the human limitations of knowing oneself or others.   

Cavell’s insistence after Wittgenstein that dilemmas of skepticism are irresolvable is 

therefore a way of acknowledging the absence of totality in knowing, despite the 

fascination and terror inspired by the unknowability of others and philosophy’s insistent 

craving for certainty.  A feature of human life might then be that human behavior is less to 

be explained than interpreted.  Philosophy should encourage us to embrace the fact that 

we are interpretable, and that we have the capacity for becoming known to ourselves and 

to others, no matter how uncertain or fragile we consider this knowledge to be.   
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In this perspective, interpretation may indeed be an activity wherein we pass from 

theory to philosophy.  Questions of interpretation only arise with respect to beings we 

perceive to be capable of expressive behavior, despite all their ostensible differences from 

us, and consequently, in the belief that miscomprehension can give way to 

comprehension.  In these situations of otherness, we need “passing theories” as Donald 

Davidson might say, to ferret out patterns of similarity and difference wherein we can 

make ourselves understood by one another.  And in so doing we not only comprehend but 

also create what Taylor calls new languages of perspicuous contrast.  In this way, there is 

a virtuous circle wherein miscomprehension, theory, and interpretation turn around one 

another. There is value in being disagreeable, as I have said, because we can only come 

to terms with human potentialities for sociability and concord through discord and 

disagreement.  The pursuit of happiness through marriage must always pass through 

divorce. 

Another way of thinking through this question is to imagine the strange style of 

Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations as vacillating between theory and philosophy, 

like turning between two incommensurable pictures in aspect seeing.  Theory arises in 

situations of doubt and hesitancy where one feels the need to chance an explanation, or to 

make a guess in confidence that new discovery of some missing piece of information will 

solve the riddle, once and for all. That is one way of seeking conviction or certainty.  

Subsequently, if Wittgenstein finds that philosophy is not theory, or that theory is little 

help to philosophy, this also means that nothing is deferred in philosophical problems—

there is nothing to look for or wait for that is not already present before us or available to 

us.  Everything one needs for philosophical investigation is present or “open to view” in 

the forms of life we inhabit and practice.  Call these human expressive resources, or in 

short, culture.  And if we are in a state of disagreement, there is no standard or measure to 

which we can appeal that is external to this form of life. Strangely, it is as if there is no 

content to philosophy—no theses, no syllogisms, nothing to believe or to take another’s 

word for, no explanation to accept on condition that further evidence or data will prove it 

with certainty. This is less a sense of philosophy’s criticism of theory or disdain for theory 

than an acknowledgment that philosophy is not theory, or that philosophy speaks or writes 
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or shows from a place that is not theoretical.  A shift of perspective is enacted here where I 

cannot prove philosophy or give evidence for philosophical assertions apart from inspiring 

a form of examination or investigation that begins with—in—my self, and your self as well 

as mine.  The desire for philosophy only arises and moves—but also declines and 

disappears—in an internal relation with one’s own thinking, a process of interpretation 

that begins with self-interpretation. 

It may also simply be the case that acts of interpretation are unavoidable in any 

mode of inquiry we undertake, whether as scientists or humanists.  Interpretation is 

integral to sense making and value assessing in all its varieties.  Interpretive acts also 

frequently produce acts of creation, thus producing new situations and frameworks for 

understanding. In such cases, there is both a transformation of the conceptual contexts in 

which inquiry and understanding take place, and also a subjective transformation of the 

interpreting agents.  In this perspective, there is no separation of an object from a subject 

of knowledge, and thus the ascription or creation of sense will also involve a 

corresponding self-interpretation and transformation.  Such arguments are aimed at 

preserving a space for the humanities in the face of an ever-expanding instrumental and 

technological reason.  But they also profoundly challenge any strict division separating the 

humanities and the sciences. Perhaps the basis or fundamental context of a philosophy of 

the humanities is this:  not to be engaged in the discovery of new knowledge, but rather in 

the creation or establishment (experimentation) of novel modes of knowledge that place in 

new contexts both our possible knowledge of self and the self’s relations to a community 

of others.  The focal point of a philosophy of the humanities, then, is to assert and evaluate 

the place, function, and importance of the human subject with respect to these activities 

of interpretation, creation, inquiry, and understanding. However, as both Cavell and 

Foucault warn in each their different ways, the creation of a new mode of knowledge may 

equally be that of a new mode of ignorance.  The task of philosophical criticism is 

unending. 

 

Does this mean that we have “found” philosophy more certainly than theory?   
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The power of this question only makes sense in the context of perfectionism and the 

perfectionist embrace of becoming other, and becoming other in thought.  The philosophy 

most meaningful to me asks that we acknowledge that being and thought are 

incommensurable, and that this incommensurability is a force that divides thought from 

itself and pitches it toward new thinking, if we don’t instead fall into darkness and 

confusion.  Thought has no telos apart from the pitch of thinking, and the sage is wise only 

in theory since wisdom is the emblem of an attainable yet always unattained state.  

Therefore, the commitment to philosophy means that one can never become a 

philosopher or finally attain a state of wisdom. There are only steps to be taken without 

finality toward each new thought or new terms of existence, and each step is uncertain 

and imbalanced, guided only by the projection of a desired future self, one which is 

attainable but for which there is not guarantee of achievement, for there is always another 

step to be taken. 

As I wrote earlier, in the long view the two critical tasks of philosophy are to 

interrogate the bases, grounds, and frameworks wherein reasons are given and defended, 

both to constrain them when they are unreasonable but also to expand and ramify them in 

the production of new frameworks, contexts, and concepts, and to evaluate the 

axiological commitments that frame or structure our forms of reason-giving. 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.  Since the time of Socrates, philosophy is always finding its way (because the 

desire for philosophy arises from the distress of being lost) by way of these two compass 

points.  And in this way, perfectionism has been a recurrent presence in the will to 

philosophy as the emblem of a desire for change and for becoming other, which leads us 

to seek out new terms of existence by fully interrogating, sometimes to the point of 

madness, one’s disappointments with life as its stands. 

 

Perhaps, then, philosophy is the practice of a virtual life, of embracing becoming and 

perfectionist aspirations to new and as yet undiscovered terms of existence? 
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In the prologue to Cities of Words, Cavell reprises Thoreau’s lament that “There are 

nowadays professors of philosophy, but not philosophers.  Yet it is admirable to profess 

because it was once admirable to live.”  How well Thoreau foresaw the difficult life of 

philosophy in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  If one must compose an elegy for 

theory, let us hope it awakens a new life for philosophy in the current millennium. 

At the same time, it is a delicious irony that at the beginning of the last century, 

Hugo Münsterberg, arguably the first film theorist, was in fact a philosopher who grasped 

completely that the new medium of moving images asks of us questions both ontological 

and ethical.  And so it is most fitting that as film bows from the stage of history, it leaves us 

with our thoughts and returns us to philosophy.  After a one hundred year history, what 

becomes of theory?  Philosophy. 

Films still entertain and move us, but they also move us to thought. 

 


