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The Wartenberg-Smith Film as Philosophy Debate:  
A Response to Diana Neiva 

 

 

Let me begin by thanking, on behalf of both Tom Wartenberg and myself, Diana Neiva for 

her critical commentary and the editors of ASAGE for inviting us to reply. In the event, only 

I am responding, but I offer thanks on our joint behalf not only because I’ve asked Tom if I 

could and should do so, but for a deeper reason. The dialogue between the two of us on the 

topic of “film as philosophy” now runs back more than a decade, and it began as a thoroughly 

collaborative enterprise. Tom came to the University of Kent as Leverhulme Visiting 

Professor for the spring and summer terms of the academic year 2002-3, working on the 

manuscript of what would appear a few years later as Thinking on Screen: Film as 

Philosophy (2007), and delivering a series of lectures on this topic. He also sat in on my MA 

Film and Philosophy course. As the year went by, we found ourselves talking more and more 

about the question: can film(s) philosophize? Tom’s affirmative calls prompted my skeptical 

responses, and to some extent, the rest is history: we proposed a panel on the topic for the 

American Society for Aesthetics annual conference in San Francisco, October 2003, which in 

turn spawned the volume Thinking through Cinema: Film as Philosophy (2006); and since 

then we have each published material developing and defending our views on the topic (see 

the references in our respective Current Controversies contributions). But the point I want to 

stress here is that we were both committed to the idea of a dialogue about the merits of the 

film as philosophy (hereafter, FAP) thesis – in its various milder and bolder incarnations – 

recognizing that an argument does not get stronger by being left unchallenged, meekly 

accepted, or prematurely garlanded with praise for its daring or profundity. After all, what 

practice is more basic to (Western, at least) philosophy than the interrogative dialogue 

between advocate and doubter?  

 

My role in this dialogue has been that of the skeptical voice, and although that does 

generally reflect my stance on the question, it is also true that there are times when I am 

playing a role – of devil’s advocate – which obscures the extent to which I am open to the 

thought that there are some films which in some substantial sense may be “doing” philosophy 

(and that, therefore, the medium of film is capable of acting as a vehicle for philosophy). The 

final section of my contribution to the Current Controversies exchange, as well as my 

engagement with Arthur Danto throughout the essay, gives expression to a constructive 

approach to the film as philosophy thesis, seeking ways and places in which films can be said 

to be pursuing and realizing philosophical activity. It seemed important not merely to restate 

standing arguments, and this is one way I’ve sought to move the dialectic on. 

 

Mention of the dialectic brings me to the particular points I will focus on in my 

response. I want to address three problems in Neiva’s presentation of the FAP debate. One of 

these concerns the nature of the dialectic: the way in which the FAP question has been 

framed, the ways in which advocates and sceptics have sought to address it, and the direction 

in which the debate has moved. A second problem concerns the nature of philosophy, and 

Neiva’s remarks on metaphilosophy. But I begin at the beginning, with the nature of art, and 

the epigraph that I draw from Danto on this matter. 
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Film and the Varieties of Artistic Value 

 

“Like persons, works of art are a great deal richer than philosophy can or should 

want to capture” (Danto, 1991, 9). Now, it is true, as Neiva writes, that I use this quotation to 

introduce the idea that there is an “incompatibility” between the ends of art and the ends of 

philosophy (to the extent that we can speak meaningfully at that level of generality). But it is quite 

false to claim, as Neiva does, that I use the quotation from Danto “to put art on a pedestal” (7), if by 

that she means that I am arguing that art is beyond criticism, placing it in some special category of 

phenomena insulated from rational or empirical enquiry. On the contrary, I have spent most of my 

career exploring and explicating art, film, and individual films, using the tools of philosophy and 

the (human, social, and natural) sciences (most recently, in Smith 2017). Neither have I ever 

suggested, in the course of distinguishing the character and purposes of art and philosophy, that art 

is in some sense of greater value than philosophy. And nothing in my essays dedicated in particular 

to the FAP debate suggests otherwise. It is hard to see where the charge of putting art “on a 

pedestal” comes from: it certainly does not follow from the passage in Danto from which the 

quotation is drawn, nor from the descriptive claim that there is some sort of incompatibility, or lack 

of isomorphic fit, between the aims of (film) art and those of philosophy. 

 

The solution to this mystery is probably to be found in Neiva’s allusion in a footnote to 

Danto’s arguments concerning the “philosophical disenfranchisement” of art (note 19). But Danto’s 

arguments there are no part of my argument, and we would need to know much more about that 

strand of Danto’s thought to make sense of it. The passage in Danto that I quote from has a quite 

different focus. In this passage, Danto is discussing Hegel’s conception of “beautiful art as the Idea 

given sensuous embodiment” (8), and in particular seeking to advance our understanding of the 

kind of “embodiment” at stake. Then he writes: “As a philosopher I am struck by the way in which 

idea and embodiment in art parallels the way in which our minds are embodied in ourselves as 

persons” (9). This sets in motion a series of comparisons between personhood and “arthood” 

culminating in the one articulated in the quotation appearing as an epigraph in my essay, stating that 

individual works of art, like individual persons, “are a great deal richer than philosophy can or 

should want to capture” (9).  

 

I take Danto to mean that, however important the philosophical dimension of artworks - in 

Hegel’s terms, the “Ideas” embodied in artworks - artworks also embody other kinds of value. 

However important the philosophical or “ideational” value of art, we value art along other 

dimensions as well. Danto writes that he hopes that “something of this richness spills over” (9) into 

the collection of his art criticism his comments serve to introduce. But he appears to hold out little 

hope of, or interest in, a systematic analysis of the different ways in which we value art. As I state 

in the concluding paragraph of my Current Controversies essay (198), on this point I disagree with 

Danto; such an analysis is one of the major goals of my essay. And such an analysis hardly 

bespeaks a desire to protect art from scrutiny.  

 

Film as Art as Philosophy 

 

But how does my essay, and the quote from Danto which functions as the essay’s opening gambit, 

fit into the evolving debate on FAP? Here there are a number of important points to make. Neiva 

queries the role of individual case studies in my essay, asking why I bother with such explorations 

of particular works when I’ve already written off the possibility of films acting as vehicles of 

philosophy by a priori argument. There are two problems with this claim. First, it is simply 

incorrect to say that I’ve ever discounted the FAP thesis in a priori terms. It’s true that I spend some 

time sketching the norms of philosophy and of art. Attending to these underlying norms, however, 

surely isn’t mutually exclusive with attending to the outputs of the practices of art and philosophy, 

and our experience of them. Moreover, I readily concede that there are ways in which films can be 
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philosophical or “do” philosophy, if we are prepared to accept either a very broad and loose 

characterization of philosophy, and/or an equally encompassing way of using the tools of 

filmmaking. This is, in fact, a point that Wartenberg and I agree on. We both grant that a film of a 

philosophy lecture should count as an instance of a film doing philosophy on this maximally broad 

understanding. The difficulty is that the role of film in this case seems entirely instrumental; it is 

trivially true that film can be philosophical in this sense. All the philosophical heavy-lifting is being 

done by the verbal argument offered by the philosopher; the film simply records those verbal 

actions.  

 

The point is also recognized, explicitly or (more often) tacitly, by other champions of FAP 

who make their cases through (precisely) more “artful” films and types of filmmaking, be it in the 

form of mainstream narrative filmmaking (Cavell 1981, Mulhall 2008), art cinema (Deleuze 1989), 

avant-garde and experimental cinema (Carroll 2006) - or all three (Sinnerbrink 2016, Wartenberg 

2007). No-one in this debate is much interested in musty old tv interviews with Russell or Quine, or 

low-resolution video recordings of Oxford philosophy dons delivering lectures. In reality, the 

debate is less about the bare possibility that filmmaking may be put to philosophical use, than about 

the extent to which various actual films and filmmaking traditions can be properly understood as 

acts of philosophizing. Thus Robert Pippin, in The Philosophical Hitchcock (2017), states that he is 

concerned with “how an art object, a film in particular, must be conceived such that it could interact 

with, bear on, philosophy” (1, my emphasis). It’s film art as philosophy that is at stake, not simply 

film as philosophy. That is why I argue, in a passage that Neiva quotes approvingly, that for the 

FAP question to be properly probed we need “i) a suitably ambitious and complete conception of 

philosophy as a practice (rather than an attitude or stance), ii) the execution of which practice is 

solicited by the design of a film” (Smith 2016, 187; Neiva, 8-9). 

 

This takes us to the second problem with Neiva’s claim that my analyses of individual films 

are otiose because of my putative commitment to an a priori argument that films cannot ‘do’ 

philosophy. I do not make and have never made an argument to that effect, but setting that aside, 

there is another reason why approaching the FAP question through individual films is rhetorically 

and substantively significant. And that is that those advancing some version of the FAP thesis have 

generally put a lot of weight on the case study as a tool of argument. Even where a priori arguments 

are offered, they are either advanced in tandem with detailed case studies, or even arrived at through 

such analyses of individual films (odd as this may sound for an a priori argument). The proof of the 

FAPudding is in the eating; all sides appear to agree on the importance of a posteriori argument for 

determining the plausibility of the FAP thesis. Thus, my attention to individual cases in the last 

third of the essay was driven by a) attention to the argumentative strategy of most advocates of 

FAP, including Wartenberg, who pay a great deal of attention to the individual case, and b) my 

independent belief that the case against FAP cannot be made on a priori grounds alone.  

 

Metaphilosophy, Descriptive and Normative 

 

I noted above that we can generate an argument in favor of FAP if we define both sides of the 

equation - film and philosophy - broadly and flexibly enough. Much of what I’ve had to say so far 

has borne on the first part of the equation: what understanding of film or filmmaking is at stake 

when we ask “can film do philosophy?” Let me now turn my attention to the other side of the 

equation: philosophy itself. Neiva and I agree on the importance of metaphilosophy to the FAT 

debate - on the fact that the interlocutors in this debate must depend on some conception of the 

nature of philosophy, though most leave that conception implicit. I put forward the proposal that 

philosophy is characterized by three norms - of rational warrant, empirical adequacy, and reflective 

maturity - which together underpin the epistemic purpose of philosophy (let us not forget that the 

word “philosophy,” after all, means “the love of wisdom”). I offer this up as a robust but broad 
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characterization of philosophy, one that, I suggest, would be accepted by Socrates and Hegel as 

much as by contemporary analytic philosophers.  

 

Of course, even if I am right that the philosophical approaches of both Socrates and Hegel 

are captured by my characterization of philosophy, that doesn’t make it a correct description of 

everything that has flown under the flag of philosophy across human history. (Deleuze, for example, 

probably sits outside of it.) As I argued in my original 2006 article, one can be as “expansive” or as 

narrow as one wishes in one’s conception of philosophy (Smith 2006). This takes us to the 

distinction, which I agree with Neiva needs to be recognized, between descriptive and normative 

(“prescriptive”) metaphilosophy - between the enterprise of establishing how philosophers have as 

a matter fact undertaken their practice, on the one hand, and how philosophy ought to be conceived 

and conducted, on the other. Neiva charges me with inadvertently confusing the two, and 

inappropriately applying prescriptive metaphilosophical criteria to the question of whether films can 

philosophize (3). 

 

Now in a sense I agree with Neiva: we can settle one version of the FAP question by going 

and staying descriptive. We can search for points of contact between anything that has called itself 

or been regarded as philosophy, and any film of any type. We are going to find some points of 

contact; ergo, films can philosophize (if only in a very weak sense). But let’s linger on one of the 

examples Neiva uses in support of the claim that we should stick with descriptive metaphilosophy 

in the FAP debate: the thought experiment. Even if one took the normative stance that thought 

experiments were bad tools of philosophy, that would not change the fact that thought experiments 

have played and continue to play a significant role in the actual practice of many philosophers. So 

far, so good. But if we are going to play the descriptive game properly, let’s be sure that what we 

are calling “thought experiments” in philosophy, and in film, are properly so described. And this is 

something that I dispute. To draw on a pair of examples I have used in the past and to which Neiva 

makes reference: both the film All of Me (Carl Reiner, 1984) and Bernard Williams in his essay 

“Personal Identity and Individuation” conjure up a fictional scenario in which there is a body switch 

between two very different people (reminiscent of Locke’s famous thought experiment regarding 

the Prince and the Cobbler). Williams clearly has an epistemic and specifically philosophical goal 

in mind: he aims to get clear on the criteria for individuating persons, and in particular the role of 

the body in such individuation. What about Carl Reiner, Steve Martin, and company? Well, I don’t 

discount the possibility that they imagined they might get people reflecting on the importance of the 

body to a person’s character. But everything about the design of All of Me, and the tradition of 

filmmaking in which it sits, leads me to think that such reflection was not high on their agenda. 

They were looking for laughs; and they found them in abundance. It is not that there is no likeness 

between the film and the essay; but I believe a careful description of them reveals that the two 

objects were designed with quite different goals in mind. In Williams’ essay, epistemic aims 

dominate comedic aims, and vice versa in the film. This contrast in functional profiles is 

sufficiently marked that it is at least a question as to whether the fictional scenario of All of Me is 

accurately described as a “thought experiment,” given the philosophically-loaded nature of that 

expression. 

 

So the upshot of descriptive metaphilosophy may be more complicated, and less positive, 

for the friends of FAP than Neiva suggests. Once the landscapes of mainstream narrative 

filmmaking, and of philosophy, are each described in detail, their lack of “fit” is set in relief. But 

what of Neiva’s concern regarding normative metaphilosophy? Does it help to rule normative 

metaphilosophy out of bounds for the purposes of the FAP debate? I do not think so. The problem 

with such a strategy is that it drains the debate of part of its lifeblood, leaving us with a rather 

anaemic general solution: whatever someone somewhere has designated “philosophy” can serve as 

a measure of whether film can philosophize. This is an exceedingly low threshold to meet. More 

robust arguments about the capacity of films to philosophize can only be had by engaging with 
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normative metaphilosophy - by arguments about what philosophy ought to be or how it ought to be 

conducted. And I believe this position is implicitly shared by adherents of the “bold thesis,” viz that 

not only can film philosophize, it can do so in a way that is unique to the medium. For the idea 

animating the bold thesis is that film can realize philosophy in new ways unavailable to philosophy 

as traditionally articulated; and we ought to embrace these new possibilities. Thus, many disputants, 

on all sides of the FAP debate, embrace metaphilosophy in its normative as well as its descriptive 

guise. 

 

Let me conclude by thanking Diana Neiva once again for her commentary on my exchange 

with Tom Wartenberg. While I disagree with both Tom and Diana on a number of points, working 

through those disagreements surely advances the debate – a principle at the heart of the format of 

both the Current Controversies series and an author-meets-critic exchange such as this one, and 

central to the realization of those norms of philosophy I discuss here and in my contribution to 

Current Controversies. I am grateful, too, for the opportunity to clarify my own position. 

 
MURRAY SMITH 

University of Kent 
EMAIL: M.S.Smith@kent.ac.uk 
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