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ABSTRACT 

 

Violent content in film has been extensively debated from a myriad of different 

perspectives, and both within and across a number of different disciplines. Oftentimes, 

the more violent the content that a film contains, the more likely such content is 

considered to negatively detract from the value of the work in question. However, this 

dissertation provides an argument to the contrary with respect to a specific set of 

cinematic examples and a particular way in which violent content is represented within 

them. In what follows, I argue that there are grounds to believe in the philosophical value 

of engaging with works that “morally shock” their audiences through the representation 

of violent content. First, by analyzing a combination of works ranging from the more 

conservative American classic Deliverance (1972) to the more controversial French 

avant-garde Irréversible (2002), I provide a case for reclassifying violent films into 

different genres, only one of which contains films which elicit a particular kind of 

response that I single out for further examination. In considering the implications of our 

responses to these “morally shocking” films, I provide a foundation against which such 

films can be considered to have a distinct kind of philosophical value by exploring their 

significance with respect to: (1) issues of interpretation and value in the philosophy of 

film, (2) recent developments in research on moral judgment, and (3) arguments both for 

and against the idea that film can be thought of as a kind of philosophy. Ultimately, I 

argue that our response of moral shock to the content of these films has the subversive 

effect of destabilizing our moral orientation and consequently motivating philosophical 

reflection in innovative ways.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 In what follows, I provide an argument to support the importance of both including 

and responding to violent content in film. This is not to say that all cases of representing 

violence on film are of value, but that some are, especially those that have been subject to 

extensive criticism as of late. My argument does not rest on the normative moral value that 

such inclusion could have, but more on the fundamental value that engagement with such 

content in the context of film spectatorship could have in terms of undermining our 

established or settled moral orientation. Such a destabilizing process is ultimately described 

here in terms of a kind of cognitive value. In the process of making this argument, each of 

the relevant concepts (e.g., violent content, moral judgment, cognitive value) are broken 

down, analyzed, and, in some cases, revised or refined. Thus, our conventional 

understanding of each of these concepts may undergo transformation in the process of 

making better sense of how engaging with morally shocking content on film can afford us a 

distinct kind of philosophical value.  

 Before starting work on this project, I struggled with a way in which to describe the 

kind of content that I am referring to. “Moral content” or “violent content” are each used to 

refer to a wide range of examples, but the issue of what qualifies as “content” itself has not 

been directly addressed in many of the debates regarding the purported moral value of 

narrative art. I have thus relied on the descriptor “morally shocking” to delineate a specific 

kind of violent content in film. Nevertheless, both “moral content” and “violent content” 

could use even more treatment in the literature based on the critical roles that they play in 
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forming the basis of so many arguments about the moral value of film, literature, 

television, and even video games.  

 The motivation for pursuing this line of thought at this time is largely based on two 

issues: (1) the rampant proliferation of violent content in various media (not to mention the 

growing number of opinions on the issue), and (2) a certain reluctance to address some of 

the “hard cases” in the philosophical literature outside of film studies. Thus, the sources 

used to support this argument have been derived from philosophy, film studies, and 

relatively mainstream critical literature (including reviews from sources such as The New 

York Times and Variety). I see this not as a limitation but rather as a means by which a 

more comprehensively rich account of this kind of value of violent content can be brought 

into view. 

 In Chapter 2, I establish a foundation for discerning “morally shocking” violent 

content by distinguishing three different ways in which violence is thematized within film. 

I differentiate here between three different types or “categories” of violent content, only 

one of which qualifies as “morally shocking” in the relevant sense. Morally shocking 

content is thereby defined as that which destabilizes viewers; it is included not as a means 

of pushing any sort of moral agenda, but more as an inciter of moral confusion. However, 

this section is not simply about differentiating content but is also focused on establishing 

grounds for such differentiation, especially since such films may need to be reclassified 

into different genres as a result of these distinctions. Thus, I support this distinction with 

Kendall Walton’s idea of “categories of art” and Noël Carroll’s work on genre 

classification and criticism.  
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 Chapter 3 explores issues regarding interpretation. The basis for this chapter lies in 

acknowledging concerns about what constitutes these new interpretations as the “correct” 

ones, and thus I use Paisley Livingston’s idea of “meshing conditions” to justify the 

approach that I take to these films in terms of accounting for both what is represented on 

screen as well as some degree of intentionality. However, Livingston’s theory is not 

without its problems, and there are issues that I address with respect to the limitations of 

his approach. This chapter also begins to examine the complex role that emotions play in 

our interpretation of these films. Here I use Alex Neill’s remarks about empathy in contrast 

to Susan Feagin’s account as structured in relation to literature to explore the role that 

empathy plays in our engagement with these films.  

 The next chapter revisits the concept of morally shocking content and its 

widespread application in both film and television as a means of further differentiating it 

from other forms of violence on screen and to show the complex emotions that are 

provoked by our engagement with such content. The distinct and complex transitions 

between thoughts and emotions that occur in viewers while watching these films is 

clarified by identifying cases that come close to being exemplars of eliciting moral shock in 

contrast to those that clearly contain such content. An extensive discussion of various 

examples leads to the further conclusion that morally shocking content is most often (but 

not necessarily) a representation of sexual violence, and the reasons for defining it in this 

way are provided closer to the end of the chapter.  

 In Chapter 5, I take a turn to the deeper philosophical issues lingering beneath the 

experience of moral shock. Here, I begin by describing some of the underlying moral 

theories that motivated this account of moral shock, including work by Joshua Greene, 
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Jonathan Haidt, Jesse Prinz, and Robert Audi. What their positions have in common is their 

support for the idea that perception and emotion are primal to our understanding of 

morality, and that our normative understanding of moral judgment may in some sense need 

restructuring. In the second part of the chapter, I address what this emotional experience is 

like in terms of “shock.” Although earlier I differentiate the term from Carroll’s account of 

horror, I further distinguish my sense of shock from Jenefer Robinson’s understanding of 

the “startle response” and Carolyn Korsmeyer’s theory of disgust to isolate it as a distinct 

type of emotional reaction. I also address Lynne S. Arnault’s discussion of trauma and 

redemption as a means by which the value of moral shock in response to violent content 

can be further clarified.  

 In Chapter 6, I address the question of whether film can do philosophy via the 

provocation of morally shocking content within a narrative. Perhaps one of the most 

comprehensive discussions of film’s potential to “do” philosophy has been provided by 

Livingston in his Cinema, Philosophy, Bergman (2009). I address Livingston’s position 

and point out his limitations in terms of not seeing philosophy as a process-based activity. I 

also discuss Carroll’s criticisms of such positions as he has described them in “Movie-

Made Philosophy” to further differentiate my own objections and to bolster my support for 

the philosophical value of moral shock. I conclude by reviewing the argument for “Socratic 

Film” advanced by Nicholas Diehl, but also criticize the unduly truncated nature of his 

account.  

 Finally, in Chapter 7, two lingering issues are addressed. First, I review the problem 

of determining what constitutes “cognitive value,” since it seems reasonable to hold that 

the upshot of experiencing moral shock in this way has some sort of cognitive significance. 
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After reviewing the classic “no-truth” account defended by Peter Lamarque and Stein 

Haugom Olsen along with Feagin’s non-cognitivist theory of literary engagement, I hold 

that while anti-cognitivist/non-cognitivist accounts of the value of literature may be 

plausible, cognitive value as a process-based determination remains to be considered, 

which is an extension of my view of philosophy discussed in Chapter 6. Then, in terms of 

considering the distinction between literature and film, I argue, with the use of several 

examples, that film may have the power to elicit moral shock in ways that remain 

inaccessible by literature. However, I end by providing an example of a literary work that 

may come close to being able to provoke such a reaction, and I attempt to explain why this 

might be the case.   

 In a broad sense, there are two general stages to my argument. First, I argue against 

the widespread application of Carroll’s clarificationism with respect to how we can be 

morally educated by our engagement with narrative art. This is not to say that Carroll’s 

claims are fallacious in any sense in which he applies them, but that a shift in the examples 

considered leads to a shift in the implications for theory. Then, I argue for more process-

based accounts for how we understand our moral knowledge and, more fundamentally, the 

process of doing philosophy. Although the former comes before the latter in the following 

discussion, the latter grounds the former.  

 In the least, although some broader issues remain unresolved, I hope that I have 

addressed the significance of some films that have not been discussed in terms of their 

potential philosophical value, and that I have acknowledged the deeper problems regarding 

the determination of morally relevant content in film. If I am wrong, I hope that this work 

can at least spur some further discussion on these issues, whether it be about the meaning 
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and significance of film violence, the role of film in moral education, film’s potential to 

“do” philosophy, the cognitive value of film, or ethical criticism in general.   
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CHAPTER 2 

VIOLENT FILMS AND VIOLENCE IN FILMS 

 

Introduction 

 The problem of determining the value of violent content in film (if in fact there is 

assumed to be any) continues to be a pervasive concern, specifically with respect to film 

criticism. Such interest has recently been illustrated in response to the significant number 

of audience members who walked out of Lars von Trier’s The House That Jack Built at the 

2018 Cannes Film Festival.1 The widespread occurrence of such debates is certainly not a 

new issue; the topic of whether there even is any value in portraying violence on screen is 

rife with controversy, specifically with respect to how watching violence on film may be 

indicative of an interest in violence (or somehow endorsing or capitalizing on a penchant 

for such violence) in reality. Recent work on violence in film has approached the topic 

from a variety of theoretical perspectives and has examined a wide array of film genres.2 In 

film theory, for instance, a significant amount of work has examined what are considered to 

be some of the most violent of cinematic works, loosely classified into the “New 

Extremism” genre.3 In the American philosophical tradition, representations of violence 

have generally been discussed in relation to broader concerns such as the paradox of fiction 

                                                           
1 See Ramin Setoodeh, “Lars von Trier’s ‘The House That Jack Built’ Causes Walkouts and Outrage at 
Cannes,” Variety (May 14, 2018). 
2 For some of the more influential works that have inspired the recent literature, see J. David Slocum, ed., 
Violence and American Cinema (New York: Routledge, 2001) for an exemplary work of film criticism; a 
number of psychological studies on violence in film have also been conducted, including Annette Hill, 
Shocking entertainment: Viewer response to violent movies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997). 
3 See Tanya Horeck and Tina Kendall, eds., The New Extremism in Cinema: From France to Europe 
(Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 2011); also see Erik van Ooijen’s article on real violence in film, 
“Cinematic shots and cuts: on the ethics and semiotics of real violence in fiction film,” Journal of Aesthetics 
and Culture 3 (2011): 1-15. 
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(i.e., Why is it that we seem to enjoy engaging with works that elicit negative emotions?) 

and more specific concerns regarding thematic depictions of horror, tragedy, and, more 

broadly, emotional experiences such as empathy or disgust, some reactions of which are 

considered to be somehow different when experienced in response to film as opposed to 

other media such as literature.4 In the field of psychology, some work has attempted to 

determine whether or not there is a connection between watching representations of 

violence on screen and acting in violent ways in reality. Although some have reported that 

there may in fact be such a connection, it remains loose and speculative at best.5  

 While it sometimes seems as though films today are becoming increasingly more 

violent,6 for every new film that shocks our sensibilities, it is usually the case that a much 

earlier one can be found that is equally as (if not even more) shocking. For example, 

Gaspar Noé’s work in films such as Irréversible (2002) was heavily influenced by Gerard 

Kargl’s Angst (1983), and Bruno Dumont’s Twentynine Palms (2001) has its origins in 

John Boorman’s Deliverance (1972).7 Quentin Tarantino, considered by some to be 

America’s poster child for the celebration of violence on film, has acknowledged that 

                                                           
4 See, for instance, Noël Carroll, The Philosophy of Horror, or Paradoxes of the Heart (New York: 
Routledge, 1990); Carolyn Korsmeyer, Savoring Disgust: The Foul & the Fair in Aesthetics (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2011); Carl Plantinga and Greg M. Smith, eds., Passionate Views: Film, Cognition, 
and Emotion (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999). More works in this vein will be discussed in 
the following chapters.  
5 For example, see Kostas A. Fanti, Georgia Panayiotou, Melina Nicole Kyranides, and Marios N. 
Avraamides, “Startle modulation during violent films: Association with callous–unemotional traits and 
aggressive behavior,” Motivation and Emotion 40, no. 2 (2016): 321-333; Patrick M. Markey, Juliana E. 
French, and Charlotte N. Markey, “Violent Movies and Severe Acts of Violence: Sensationalism Versus 
Science,” Human Communication Research 14, no. 2 (2015): 155-173. 
6 For a review of what a Harvard University study described as a “ratings creep,” see Nell Minow, “Movie 
‘ratings creep’ means PG-13 isn’t what it used to be,” Chicago Tribune (Aug. 13, 2004). 
7 Noé includes Angst on his “list of films that have had the greatest impact on me or influenced me the most 
in my life” in Gaspar Noé, “The Greatest Films of All Time,” The British Film Institute (2012). Although 
Dumont himself has not acknowledged the direct influence of Deliverance on his development of Twentynine 
Palms, several sources have confirmed the connection given the resemblances between the rape scenes and 
their structural significance within the respective narratives. For instance, see Dominique Russell, Rape in Art 
Cinema (New York, NY: Continuum, 2010), 176.  
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works such as Teruo Ishii’s Japanese torture epics from the 1970s (alluded to by the name 

of the character of O-Ren Ishii in the Kill Bill series) and Toshiya Fujita’s Lady Snowblood 

revenge thriller from 1973 have significantly contributed to the development of his own 

distinctive style, where the boundary between gruesome violence and humorous 

exaggeration is often blurred.8 While many films can be said to be relatively 

uncontroversial in their depiction of violence (e.g., consider action films such as Die Hard 

that tend to hide anything considered to be too gory or morally troubling), those that are 

controversial tend to present violent situations in shocking (and sometimes unwatchable) 

ways. 

 The term “shock” has been used in reference to a number of aspects of films and 

needs more specification.9 Generally speaking, “shock” here is referred to as a response to 

especially graphic violence in film (thus differentiating it from the broader notion of 

“surprise”). However, many films can cause viewers to be shocked based on their 

representations of violence; thus, the shock-ing content of these films needs to be further 

differentiated before the nature of the distinct response I believe needs more careful 

consideration can be described in more detail. Graphic violence in film can generally be 

                                                           
8 See Aaron Barlow, Quentin Tarantino: Life at the extremes (Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger, 2010); Steve 
Rose, “Found: where Tarantino gets his ideas,” The Guardian (Apr. 6, 2004); Hilary De Vries, “A Chat With 
Mr. Mayhem,” Los Angeles Times (Sept. 11, 1994). 
9 Here I use “shock” in a psychological sense (referring to our responses to content) that implies more than 
what Carroll refers to as a mere reflex. According to Carroll, “I would not want to deny that shock is often 
involved in tandem with art-horror, especially in theater and cinema … We jump in our seats, and perhaps 
some scream. If the fiction in question is of the horror genre, when we then recognize the monster, that 
scream of shock gets extended and applied as a scream of horror. This is a well-known scare tactic. However, 
horror is not reducible to this sort of shock. For this technique is also found in mysteries and thrillers (like 
Deathtrap) where we don’t feel horror at the gunman who suddenly steps out of the dark. This variety of 
shock does not seem to me to be an emotion at all, but rather a reflex, though, of course, it is a reflex 
that is often linked with the provocation of art-horror by the artisans of monster spectacles” (Carroll, The 
Philosophy of Horror, 36, emphasis added). Note that Carroll does acknowledge another “variety” of shock, 
but it is in fact a more emotionally robust sense that I employ when I refer to the value of “moral shock” 
films, which I will explain in more detail in the following chapters.  
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divided into three main content types: (1) a display of shocking content entrenched within a 

plot for the purposes of horrifying or disgusting the audience that is still in line with our 

conventional moral expectations and sensibilities (e.g., such violence is presented as 

wrong); (2) a shocking ending that culminates in a violent act as a kind of crescendo of 

visual and thematic resolution, which may be differentiated from (1) in the sense that it 

may involve, for instance, a protagonist who has transformed into an antagonist, but yet 

still can be understood in terms of our general moral orientation of right and wrong; and (3) 

episodic and what I deem “morally shocking” violence (either presented at the end of the 

film or elsewhere, and usually presented in more than one episode) that is morally shocking 

insofar as it motivates deeper reflection on the violence itself as represented on film and 

both its cinematic and moral (even meta-ethical, as I will argue later) implications. Moral 

shock, then, is the feeling that one experiences at a specific part of a film in response to 

some sort of violent and traumatic content that transforms itself into a kind of moral 

disorientation, which, I will argue, can lead to further reflection on aspects of moral 

judgment processing.10 

 The objective of this chapter is to discuss a variety of films that employ the use of 

shocking violence in different ways to make this distinction between three types of 

representations of violent content clearer; the ultimate purpose is to refine the specific kind 

of response, what I refer to as moral shock (with reference to Category 3 above), that will 

be the focus of this dissertation. The implications of using this particular approach for 

interpreting and evaluating film and the significant contribution that it makes to the broader 

                                                           
10 This sense of “moral shock” is different from and is not to be confused with James M. Jasper’s use of the 
term in his sociological theory of political protest and mobilization in The Art of Moral Protest (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1997). 
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topic concerning the moral implications of representing extreme violence on film will be 

articulated and refined in subsequent chapters, but here, this particular way of presenting 

violence on film will be shown to be different from other representations of shocking 

violence depicted on screen. Furthermore, a relatively rudimentary justification of this 

particular genre as being worthy of more exploration from a philosophical perspective will 

be provided (to be later clarified in subsequent chapters).  

 First, I will discuss a number of violent films from European, American, and Asian 

traditions in order to more clearly tease out the contrast between these different ways in 

which shocking violence is presented. I will then justify the grounds for this new scheme of 

classifying shockingly violent films on the basis of prior work on criticism concerning 

what Kendall Walton has referred to as “categories of art.”11 It is my understanding that 

making these distinctions and establishing separate genres for these types of works will 

help to illuminate the fact that all works that present violent content are not necessarily the 

same, and that structuring violent content within a narrative in terms of (3) above may have 

a distinctive type of cinematic and philosophical value, the foundations of which will be 

outlined here and discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters. 

 

Shocking Violence as a Morally Supportive Plot Device 

 As mentioned above, the idea that there is a significant amount of violent content 

represented in many feature films and that such representations are somehow appealing to a 

wide audience is certainly not a new idea; we see violence in action films, horror films, 

                                                           
11 Kendall L. Walton, “Categories of art,” Philosophical Review 79, no. 3 (1970): 334-367. 
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thrillers, and dramas, at the theater and on our televisions, so much so that many of us have 

begun to brush it off as blasé. But despite the fact that violent films may have existed for 

several decades and continue to proliferate, it seems fair to say that the level of violence 

that mainstream films, and even television shows, contain has been intensifying as of late; 

consider, for instance, the television show Dexter about the forensic analyst by day/serial 

killer by night that has garnered significant positive attention and a mass following among 

international audiences, or the recent string of successful and graphically violent war films 

such as American Sniper (2014) and 13 Hours (2016).12 These tastes are certainly not 

limited to North American geography; European audiences such as those in France have 

had an extended interest in vivid depictions of violence on screen for years (e.g., consider 

the success of directors such as Claire Denis and Gaspar Noé, whose shockingly violent 

films have garnered worldwide attention beyond the confines of art house or film festival 

screenings13), or the Japanese slasher films such as the cult classic Ichi the Killer (2001) 

that are highly acclaimed by horror enthusiasts around the world. Regardless of where we 

might reside at the present time or where we were born and raised, what many of us share 

as film viewers is a penchant for violence on screen that extends back to some of the 

earliest cinematic attempts to depict it in a realistic way, perhaps beginning with Sergei 

Eisenstein’s murder on the Odessa stairwell in his 1925 The Battleship Potemkin, a scene 

                                                           
12 A more detailed discussion of trends in violence on TV and film and their relevance to the overall argument 
in this dissertation will be provided in Chapter 4.  
13 For instance, Noé’s Irréversible was shown quite widely across the United States after its initial release and 
was even positively reviewed by the relatively mainstream film critic Roger Ebert in “Irréversible,” The 
Chicago Sun Times (March 14, 2003); Claire Denis’s films have been widely shown across Europe 
particularly after the success of Chocolat (1988), and she is now a Professor of Film at The European 
Graduate School.  
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that has been referred to as “a masterpiece of film violence.”14 Our appetite here seems to 

be one that continues to grow, and which cannot be satiated. 

 While many films are violent in some way, there are some that are both violent and 

shocking in their presentation of such content. In fact, some films have garnered a kind of 

cult status for their unwatchable content, such as Ruggero Deodato’s 1980 Cannibal 

Holocaust or Pier Paulo Passolini’s 1975 Salò (both of which had been banned in Italy and 

other countries for quite some time).15 Others are revered for their shocking representations 

of violence given the impact that they may have in advancing the narrative in the right 

moral direction, or in evoking what we may consider to be the appropriate emotions in the 

service of conveying a specific moral objective. Indeed, in such cases, violence is 

considered as necessary for telling, or, in the case of film, showing the story in the right 

way, and, generally speaking, such shocking portrayals of violence are usually not 

condemned as a result. With this idea in mind, it is worth considering a specific example in 

more detail, such as The Revenant (2015). Director Alejandro González Iñárritu presents 

the story of Hugh Glass, an early American fur trader who is reported to have survived a 

vicious bear attack, as he is left in the woods by his comrades to die, struggling on his own 

to survive in the wilderness, eventually finding his way back to those who had abandoned 

him.16 The attack, one of the most gruesome and shocking parts of the film, is paralyzing in 

                                                           
14 Nick Clement, “The Evolution of Violence in Film: From the Power of Suggestion to Graphic Gore,” 
Hartford Courant (Feb. 28, 1999). 
15 Harriet Beaney, “Controversial Cinema: Top Ten Banned Films,” Berlin Film Journal (Sept. 15, 2014); 
Steve Rose, “Cannibal Holocaust: ‘Keep filming! Kill more people!’ The Guardian (Sept. 15, 2011). Salò is 
an adaptation of the Marquis de Sade’s The 120 Days of Sodom, which will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 
16 It should be noted that the film is based on Michael Punke’s novel The Revenant (New York: Carroll & 
Graf, 2002), which itself is only loosely based on the actual historical facts regarding Hugh Glass (much of 
the work is fiction given the little available knowledge about the real Glass). The issues involved with 
adapting violent content for film from literature will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. 
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its realism and intensity. Glass encounters a bear in the woods when he is away from the 

group, and for what seems like an eternity (only about ten minutes), Glass is ferociously 

mauled and left for dead by the bear after two consecutive attacks. It is an extremely 

difficult scene to watch, and yet one that is very much essential in conveying just how 

difficult it must have been for Glass to survive. As Anthony Lane states in his review for 

The New Yorker, it is “an astounding sequence, not just because her claw swipes are so 

murderously fierce but because the ferocity rises and fades—she stops mauling, sniffs him, 

licks his face, ambles off, and then, just when you think the onslaught is over, comes back 

and swipes anew.”17 Lane and others such as Robbie Collin refer to the film as a kind of 

“endurance test,” and what is remarkable about the attack for Collin is that it “passes in 

three long takes so raw and real, they move Glass’s suffering beyond immersive into the 

realms of the participatory.”18 Although the scene is painful to observe, its realism here 

pulls the viewer into the experience, such that Glass’s difficulty in surviving after his 

comrades abandon him is now felt with much more force, and the gravity of his situation is 

more deeply understood. 

 The Revenant employs a vicious bear attack as a device entrenched within the 

overall structure of the narrative to support the moral of the story, a moral which is based 

on survival and revenge. The attack does not disrupt the plot; instead, it advances it, and 

while it may be shocking, it is easy to make sense of within the grand scheme of the 

narrative. However, while the attack is certainly graphic and shocking, it cannot really be 

said to be violent in a morally reprehensible way since it is an animal that is committing the 

                                                           
17 Anthony Lane, “Wilder West,” The New Yorker (January 4, 2016).  
18 Robbie Collin, “The Revenant,” The Telegraph (January 14, 2016). 
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act here; it may certainly be a violent effort on the part of the bear, but for an act to be 

morally reprehensible, it must be committed by a human being with the intent of harming 

another individual. In this sense, there is another “endurance test” of a film, Mel Gibson’s 

The Passion of the Christ (2004), that does include this moral element of violence in its 

representation of shocking brutality. For the better part of two hours, viewers are faced 

with watching Jesus of Nazareth getting tortured on his way to the crucifixion; the abuse 

that he incurs is so extreme that there is almost nothing left of his skin except for ragged 

bleeding flesh. As A. O. Scott describes in The New York Times, “By rubbing our faces in 

the grisly reality of Jesus’s death and fixing our eyes on every welt and gash on his body, 

this film means to make literal an event that the Gospels often treat with circumspection 

and that tends to be thought about somewhat abstractly. Look, the movie seems to insist, 

when we say he died for our sins, this is what we mean.”19 Scott importantly (albeit 

controversially) draws attention to the power of film to “rub our faces in” the significance 

of a violent event, and this point will be returned to in Chapter 7. What is important here is 

that in this case, as with The Revenant, as difficult as it may be to watch these parts of the 

film, the graphic representations are understandably fitting within the structure of the 

narrative insofar as they are justified according to the kind of story that the director wants 

to tell, a story that has an intelligible “moral” objective (or, as with The Revenant, a moral 

objective that is based on those who may have left the victim to suffer from an “act of 

nature” rather than those who committed it). Here, that moral objective is to convey the 

extent of the suffering that Jesus may have gone through in sacrificing himself for the sins 

                                                           
19 A. O. Scott, “Good and Evil Locked in Violent Showdown,” The New York Times (Feb. 25, 2004).  
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of humanity.20 Bearing witness to the shocking violence committed against him is again an 

“endurance test” for the viewer, but this likely was intentionally designed to highlight, in 

Mel Gibson’s view, the incredible honor of Jesus’s character; the more suffering that we 

witness, the greater the sacrifice appears to be. 

 On the issue of just how violent the content must be to convey a particular message 

and whether or not there is a line that can be drawn with respect to what can be deemed 

“unwatchable,” a helpful analogy can be made with the case of immoralism as it has been 

discussed by many in the philosophical literature, including, perhaps foundationally, Noël 

Carroll.21 Theories regarding the way in which moral content22 in narrative art is presented 

have attempted to address the possibility that some works may endorse an immoral 

perspective, and insofar as they do, then this may count as a flaw within the work.23 The 

problem of immoralism will be discussed again in a later chapter, but one particular 

argument that Carroll has made is of relevance here. In reference to the genre of tragedy, 

the argument proceeds as follows: “If certain characters are inserted into the tragic 

scenario…tragedy will not secure the effects that are normatively correct for it. That is, 

tragedy will fail on its own terms—terms internal to the practice of tragedy—when the 

                                                           
20 There is some controversy over the content and whether it was too extreme for the moral purpose that 
Gibson had in mind. For an example of such a negative review, see David Ansen, “So What’s the Good 
News?” Newsweek (Feb. 29, 2004). 
21 For a comprehensive review concerning the basic concepts in the debate, see Berys Gaut, Art, Emotion and 
Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). For an earlier version of Carroll’s view, see Carroll, 
“Moderate Moralism,” British Journal of Aesthetics 36, no. 3 (1996): 223-238.   
22 Here I use “moral content” instead of “violent content” since the debate over ethical criticism concerns 
more than just violent depictions on screen or descriptions in the literature. While there certainly may be 
some overlap between the two, specifically with respect to morally shocking content, this is not necessarily 
the case in the literature on this debate. Indeed, what constitutes “moral content” itself is at the heart of this 
debate and could therefore use more of a robust definition.  
23 Berys Gaut has referred to this as a “blemish”; many others refer to such an issue as a “flaw.”  
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characters are of the wrong sort.”24 With respect to such characters in a tragedy, Carroll 

uses the example of being invited to pity Hitler, or, in other words, what one could call a 

Pitiable Hitler (which would be beyond our moral capabilities and render the work a 

failure). A more concrete example is the case of Brett Easton Ellis’s novel American 

Psycho (1991), which Carroll maintains is a moral failure in this sense since “the serial 

killings depicted in the novel are so graphically brutal that readers are not able morally to 

get past the gore in order to savor the parody.”25 Likewise, it might be contested that if a 

film is so violent or shocking that it prevents one from being able to engage with it in the 

appropriate sense, then it fails on its own terms in conveying the significance of that 

violence.  

 There are three ways in which to respond to this line of argument. First, one can 

point to the fact that there is a wide range of flexibility with respect to the kind of content 

that different people can observe in a variety of ways on screen, and that such responses 

may say more about the viewer than they do about the objective extremity of such content. 

For instance, consider the case of two friends, Bill and Ted, going to see a special 

Halloween screening of the original Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974). Bill is a 

straightforward horror movie fan, but he has never seen this classic in the genre. Bill knows 

that the violence is quite extreme, but he is in a position to make sense of its necessity 

given his understanding of the genre. Ted is also a horror movie fan, but he is also familiar 

with the serial killer Ed Gein given that a family member was one of Gein’s victims. 

Although Ted has not been troubled by any horror movie in the past, he has a difficult time 

                                                           
24 For a more in-depth but concise description of the “uptake argument,” see Peter Lamarque, “Analytic 
Aesthetics,” The Oxford Handbook of The History of Analytic Philosophy, ed. Michael Beaney (New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press, 2013), 789; Carroll, “Moderate Moralism,” 232. 
25 Carroll, “Moderate Moralism,” 232.  
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watching Leatherface’s use of the victim’s human skin given his personal connection with 

this specific type of violent act. He is oversensitive to this type of depiction of onscreen 

violence and is therefore unable to fully engage with the film, rendering it to be “too 

extreme” in its violence. Bill, on the other hand, does not find it to be too extreme, and is 

able to view such acts as a significant and essential part of the horrifying structure of the 

story. In this case, the film does not necessarily fail on its own terms; instead, Ted fails as a 

spectator due to the limitations of his own personal perspective.26     

 Second, and along the same lines as the first point, one must be careful not to see 

this is a problem that only applies to shocking portrayals of violence on film; it can also be 

said to apply to other uncomfortable situations presented on film that some might consider 

to be “unwatchable” and therefore motivate disengagement. Consider the case of Michael 

Haneke’s 2012 Amour, the tragic story of an elderly couple, Georges and Anne, dealing 

with the aftermath of Anne’s strokes. In several critical scenes that are harrowing in their 

blatant realism, Georges must help Anne with her very basic needs, leading to Anne 

conveying to Georges through struggled and broken speech that she simply wants to die. 

Although painful and uncomfortable to watch, these scenes very effectively convey the 

depth of Georges’s commitment to his wife in the face of intense physical hardship. This is 

also a kind of assault on the audience, but the device is strategically used to advance the 

plot line and to move viewers to feel an intense kind of empathy that would not be possible 

without such scenes. One could argue that The Notebook (2004) is also a story about an 

aging couple dealing with tragedy, but the focus here is on their early lives and the success 

                                                           
26 This is not a particularly innovative line of thinking, and I’ve seen it in a lot of works, including Brenda 
Johnson, “Does American Psycho Succeed Aesthetically and Morally for The Same Reasons?” Oxford 
Philosophical Society (Chadwick Prize Winner), 2008. 
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of their efforts at reunification after separation and not on the day-to-day struggle of 

dealing with dementia. In other words, it may have some of the same themes, but it is a 

film of a different genre. Hence, this very discomfort that Amour causes may be the reason 

behind the film’s popularity among audiences despite its apparent unappealing traits, and 

while some might say that only extreme violence impedes engagement, more needs to be 

said to justify this distinction based on some objective quality other than discomfort. 

Sometimes, viewers want to feel what will make them understand at the expense of some 

measure of discomfort. 

 Finally, a proper understanding of the genre is important. For instance, it has been 

argued that Carroll may have misunderstood the objectives of American Psycho which may 

therefore have led him to conclude that such reactions to the shocking representations of 

violence were inappropriate when in fact they may have been appropriate for the kind of 

story that Ellis wanted to tell, or the kind of reaction that he wanted to elicit.27 Still, though, 

Carroll is addressing literary description and not cinematic representation, so his views 

may in fact still be consistent with the argument I want to make here (the difference 

between literary and cinematic portrayals of violence will be discussed in Chapter 7). 

Extreme violence in and of itself does not make a movie unwatchable and therefore a 

failure. In fact, this discomfort and difficulty in watching what is presented on screen might 

be fundamental to the kind of film that it is and the kind of message that the director wants 

to convey. It should be noted, however, that the distinctions that I am making here may 

overlap with depictions of violent content for the purposes of horror or tragedy. For 

instance, some of the films that I refer to have been classified alternatively into the “rape 

                                                           
27 Johnson, “Does American Psycho Succeed Aesthetically and Morally For The Same Reasons?” 
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revenge” or the “tragedy” genres.28 My intentions here are not to reject these 

classifications, but instead to show another way in which these films can be classified, 

which will be further justified after the other different content types have been clarified.  

   

The Shockingly Violent Ending 

 Most frequent film viewers will be familiar with this type of ending. To be clear, 

what I mean by a “shocking ending” is not to be confused with a surprise ending. Here I 

specifically refer to the use of extreme violence as a means of shocking the audience at the 

end of a film, so much so that viewers are inclined to reflect on the moral weight of 

violence itself both within the structure of the plot and its implications in real life contexts. 

A clear example of the use of such a representation of violence is Martin Scorsese’s Taxi 

Driver (1976). In the film, Travis Bickle (played by Robert DeNiro in a career-defining 

role) is a Vietnam War veteran working as a cab driver in late 1970s New York. Bickle 

spends most of his time scrutinizing the actions of those around him and criticizing what he 

perceives to be the decline of moral values in society. Various encounters lead him to a 

young prostitute, Iris, and he becomes intent on rescuing her from the servitude imposed 

upon her by her pimp. After a complex series of events and various unsuccessful attempts 

to save her, Bickle goes to the extreme; he buys a gun, shaves his head into a mohawk, 

enters the building in which Iris is working, and shoots down anyone associated with the 

“business.” The final sequence in this film has been discussed as one of Scorsese’s most 

                                                           
28 The rape revenge genre includes films in which a rape is generally followed by the pursuit of revenge on 
the part of the victim, with the assailants suffering for their misdeeds as a result. While some films such as 
Irréversible or Deliverance have been cast into this genre, they may best be classified as moral shock films 
instead (although they can still be classified into both categories). This issue will be clarified in a later section 
in this chapter.  
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violent cinematic representations, and early criticism of the scene resulted in the decision to 

have the color of the blood toned down in the editing process for final distribution.29 What 

is significant about this particular portrayal of extreme violence is the way in which it 

culminates at the end; Bickle may demonstrate aggressive tendencies throughout the film, 

but we certainly do not anticipate the radical outburst at the end, an event which serves as a 

kind of commentary on post-war aggression among veterans of the Vietnam War and the 

effects of exposure to violence in real life.30   

 In contrast to the first category discussed above, the violence here is not only 

subservient to the greater moral imperative of the plot; violence itself is one of the central 

themes of the film. Although the film cannot be said to be an endorsement of Bickle’s 

violent outburst, his actions become a moral issue that is problematized, whereas in the 

earlier films mentioned above, violence is a device used to motivate a more dominant 

moral imperative or objective. For instance, The Passion of the Christ is not a film about 

violence; it is about suffering rather than violence, and the violence that is portrayed is a 

device used in the service of expressing the intensity of the suffering that Jesus reportedly 

endured and emphasizing its moral value. In the case of Taxi Driver, here we have a film in 

which violence is being used to combat other kinds of violence, as well as an illustration of 

the effects of exposure to violence on the main character and how this may have influenced 

his actions in the end. In other words, what we have is a depiction of a cycle of violence 

                                                           
29 Jim Emerson, “The Color of Blood: A Study in Scarlet,” RogerEbert.com (July 9, 2008).  
30 There have been multiple interpretations of the ending of this film, most of which do converge on the fact 
that Bickle had a violent meltdown caused by some trauma in his past (likely the result of post traumatic 
stress disorder), but which diverge on whether the scene at the end moralizes his outburst. More about what 
constitutes a “correct” interpretation will be discussed in the next chapter, but for a sample of these 
perspectives, see Michael Bliss, The Word Made Flesh: Catholicism and Conflict in the Films of Martin 
Scorsese (Landham, MD: The Scarecrow Press, 1995).  
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that ultimately leads to some form of destruction.31 Furthermore, in this case, the aggressor 

is the central character in the film, whereas in the previous cases, the story is told through 

the perspective of the victim. This approach, then, draws attention to the significance of 

violence itself in the storyline of the film, and the shock in the culmination is what drives 

its significance home.32   

 Similar patterns can be seen in two other films worthy of mention. Amiel Courtin-

Wilson’s Hail (2011) is another cinematic reflection on violence, or the cycle of violence, 

that culminates in an unleashed scene of uncontrollable aggression. Here, the main 

character, ex-convict Daniel P. Jones, attempts to reintegrate into society after an extended 

prison sentence. His partner, Leanne Letch, whom he had been with since before his 

imprisonment, dies suddenly of what appears to be an overdose, and Jones seeks vengeance 

by brutally attacking the friend that he believes to be responsible for her drug use. The film 

culminates in a tragic yet intricately shot downward spiral of anger and destruction.33 

Although there might be some earlier indication that things are likely not going to go well 

for Jones, as especially evident in his struggles with finding a job upon his release, the 

shocking violence at the end effectively conveys a kind of “seeing red” reaction. The film, 

then, is about the violent meltdown of a man readjusting to life after prison. We as 

spectators feel for Daniel in his attempt to readjust to society, but the ending helps us 

                                                           
31 See previous footnote; there is a scene at the end that has been the subject of significant debate where 
Bickle is presented as a hero in the newspaper for his efforts in saving the young Iris (in my view, there are 
strong reasons to believe that it is a dream sequence). 
32 Could the ending be about Bickle’s suffering? This is one possible interpretation, but I do not believe that it 
is the best one. Here I offer an alternative based on genre reclassification.  
33 Worth mentioning is the images of a horse spinning in the air out of control cut into Jones’s violent 
downfall (as if the horse is falling from an airplane).  
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understand how his life circumstances are simply fueling his pain, and violence is 

unfortunately the only way that he has come to learn how to cope with such events.  

 There are however what can be referred to as borderline cases.34 Consider David 

Fincher’s Seven (1995). In this film, two detectives are tasked with hunting down a serial 

killer who is brutally murdering people in ways that are intended to represent the seven 

deadly sins. For instance, gluttony is represented by a man being held captive in his 

apartment and force-fed to death. Pride is represented by a woman whose face was 

destroyed by the killer who gave her the choice to either call for help or commit suicide 

(she chose the latter). At the end of the film, the sin of wrath remains to be presented after 

the suspect, “John Doe,” has turned himself in. As it turns out, Detective Mills’s wife has 

already been murdered by Doe, which is revealed after Doe asks the detectives to take him 

to the scene of the final crime. Doe leads the detectives to the desert where a box is 

delivered that contains Mills’s wife’s head (confirmed by Mills’s partner Detective 

Somerset). Should Mills decide to shoot Doe, he would be the embodiment of wrath, and 

Doe’s mission would be complete. An internal struggle ensues, and Mills shoots Doe. 

Although the film certainly contains violent themes, I believe that it cannot be said that its 

representation of violence in this way is an exemplar of the kind of shocking content I refer 

to in Category 2 discussed above, although it does share a shockingly violent event as the 

culmination. First, we do not see what is inside the box, and we only see the murder of Doe 

from a distance. We are therefore not shocked by the cinematic representation of violence; 

we are shocked by the idea of the violence as other or outside of oneself, as also “outside” 

                                                           
34 For a discussion of borderline cases in art, see Annelies Monseré, “Disentangling Borderline Cases of Art,” 
Proceedings of the European Society for Aesthetics 5 (2013): 326-337.  
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of Mills, which adds some distance to the reflection. Thus, the film tends to lean more 

towards a tragedy rather than a reflection on the way in which violence has affected Mills 

throughout the course of his life. In other words, unlike Bickle and Jones, Mills is 

presented to us as one who appears not to be troubled by any sort of post-traumatic stress 

disorder (if so, it is left out of the story line), and is tasked with combating crime and, as 

such, he is not trying to get his life on track (since it already appears to be so) and is simply 

trying to do some good in a world riddled with senseless violence. What is perhaps more 

important is that here, the victim is the central character, not the aggressor. At the end of 

the film, Somerset muses on his retirement and on how one should not let such cases get 

the better of them, and again, this lends support to the idea that this film is more about the 

tragic conclusion and a nihilistic conception of the moral fabric of the world than it is about 

the theme of violence itself. However, despite its differences from the previously discussed 

films, the added value of this borderline case is that it makes it clear what cases are of 

special interest for their shockingly violent representations. Thus, Seven may best be 

categorized as a borderline case between (1) and (2).  

 What Hail and Taxi Driver clearly share, then, is the display of a shocking outburst 

of rage represented from the perspective of the protagonist at the end of each film that leads 

to an unexpected turn of events further inciting reflection on the nature of violence, on 

what causes it, its salience in the social context portrayed, and the role it has in generating a 

cycle of such behavior. Shocking content here is used to motivate moral reflection on the 

significance of the violence in the plot, but it is not used in the service of morally justifying 

the violence. In both cases, the actions of the protagonists are conveyed as irrational and 

extreme responses to their respective life circumstances that can be understood as 
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stemming from their contextual binds but that do not generally elicit empathy given their 

extremity. Subtle explanations (not justifications) for their actions are provided throughout 

the storylines. In the case of Bickle, the frustration due to his daily post-war life as a 

paranoid overworked war veteran lacking sufficient psychological treatment for his 

condition is quite evident in the disgust he exhibits at the apparent decline of society, his 

stalker-like behavior, and other random outbursts of aggression, eventually leading to the 

final culmination of extreme violence. In the case of Jones, we have the portrayal of a life 

of crime and the inculcation into a world where violence is both the natural response and, 

perhaps given the limited options available to such an individual, the only response. 

Violence is not endorsed by the narrative due to its extreme and graphic representation, but 

it is certainly understood where such actions sprung from, and thus there is no confusion in 

this respect. We may be disappointed in the outcome of Jones’s situation, but we still 

understand Jones’s response as both constituted by the trajectory of his life and morally 

reprehensible at the same time.35  

 Not all cinematic cases depicting apparently rehabilitated criminals who revert back 

to committing violent actions are exemplars of this particular genre. For instance, Matthias 

Glassner’s Der freie Wille (2006), a film about a convicted rapist going through the process 

of readjusting to society after serving a prison sentence for his past crimes, sits more 

squarely in the category of moral shock films that I will discuss subsequently. What 

matters most with respect to the distinction of this category is that some representations of 

shocking violence are structured such that they motivate reflection on our understanding of 

                                                           
35 Another case of this nature would be Angst, or the more mainstream film version of A Clockwork Orange 
by Stanley Kubrick (1971). The film version of American Psycho (2000) also follows this pattern. 
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violence itself, both where it springs from and its devastating consequences. However, 

although this classification might be helpful in illuminating the moral value of the extreme 

violence displayed in such films, a shocking ending in this sense is not sufficient to warrant 

a film to be morally shocking in the more destabilizing and philosophically provoking 

sense that I will now discuss.  

 

Morally Shocking Content in Film 

 There are some films that are so shocking in their portrayal of violence that they 

cause a kind of moral disorientation. Such films may still lead us to reflect on the moral 

significance of violence, a reaction which is discussed in the previous section regarding 

films with shockingly violent endings, but their content also motivates us to reflect on 

deeper issues regarding how we come to morally judge what it is that we see in extremely 

violent representations, or how we interpret what we see. Although a significant number of 

these films can be considered as relatively outside of the mainstream or specifically 

directed at, for instance, select European audiences who may be more accustomed to such 

violent cinematic representations, an example of an American classic that fits into this 

category may lend more support for broader cross-cultural categorization, thus showing 

that this category has more widespread application than the European avant-garde. 

 John Boorman’s 1972 Deliverance begins with what appears to be an innocuously 

entertaining excursion of four friends from corporate America into the woods of Georgia 

for a canoe trip. Replete with stunning imagery of the landscape and jovial comradery 

between the friends, the trip is initially represented on screen as an exercise in character 
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exploration in a natural context with perhaps a little soul-searching mixed in. Tragedy 

strikes, however, when two of the friends, Ed and Bobby, are separated from the other two, 

Lewis and Drew. Taking a rest in the woods, they are stumbled upon by two local men. 

What appears to be a mere annoyance at first culminates in a brutal rape scene that ends 

with Lewis, who manages to find the other two, shooting and killing one of the assailants 

with his bow and arrow. The murder is covered up after some disagreement about the 

appropriate way to handle the situation, and the trip is cut short. Drew mysteriously 

disappears as the group leaves the woods, and it is assumed that they are being stalked by 

someone familiar with the men who had assaulted them. The ultimate implication upon the 

remaining three getting out of the woods alive is that the friends will never be the same 

again. 

 What marks Deliverance as a special case of cinematic violence is both (1) the 

nature of the representation of the violent act and its duration on screen, and (2) the 

significant effect of trauma in disorienting both the characters and the audience with 

respect to the moral implications of the violent act and the ensuing confusion after it has 

ended. With respect to (1), the tense series of events leading up to the rape scene lasts for 

about ten minutes (four from the time Bobby is forced to undress and Ed has to watch what 

ensues from his bounded position to a tree); this part of the film is both mortifying and 

deeply painful to watch. Bobby is absolutely humiliated. He is called a “hog” by the 

mountain men, forced to strip down, and chased around like an animal as he begs for the 

toil to stop. There is an expectation that something much worse is to come, and as a viewer, 

one is left paralyzed by the horrific turn of events, hoping for this sequence to end. There is 
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no covering up of the details here or any cinematic softening of the situation.36 In a 

preferable cinematic viewing context, perhaps one that would be considered to follow more 

conventional expectations of such circumstances as they should be represented on screen, 

the men may have been able to physically fight against the assailants. However, in this 

case, Bobby cannot fight his way out of the situation as one might be inclined to say that he 

should have done; instead, and more realistically, he is left morally stunned by what is 

about to happen and further paralyzed by the threat of death. What this scene seems to be 

indicating is that extreme violence can shock an individual into submission in a way that 

leaves him completely and utterly frozen, and the sickness that a spectator feels after 

watching this scene is reflected in the way in which Bobby lays lifeless on the ground after 

the act has been committed, almost as if he is willing to die. A mere description of this 

event would be insufficient to evoke the terror and trauma that is experienced by Bobby 

and Ed in this particular scene. Simply hearing about it or having partially witnessed it 

from a PG13 edited perspective would not be enough to warrant interest in the 

disagreement over what to do with the body of the assailant after Lewis kills him. Simply 

hearing about how traumatized Bobby is would not elicit the same level of engagement as 

being asked to participate as Ed, to watch the event in its entirety without being able to do 

anything to stop it. 

 It is crucial here to consider what happens after the rape. There is significant 

disagreement among the men with respect to what should be done with the body. Drew, the 

                                                           
36 See Eugenie Brinkema, “Rape and the Rectum: Bersani, Deleuze, Noé,” Camera Obscura 58, no. 20 
(2005): 32-57. According to Brinkema, ““Compared to sanitized rapes in Hollywood films (or those for 
whom narrative excitement is built up, such as in The Accused [Jonathan Kaplan, US/Canada, 1988]), this 
film [Irréversible] makes unwatchable what should be unwatchable; it makes horrific true horror” (54). In my 
view, Deliverance is certainly also of this type.  
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righteous moralist of the group, strongly endorses the option that they turn themselves into 

the authorities. The others argue against this idea, referring to the fact that they are in 

unfamiliar territory and may not survive to see the judicial process; furthermore, even if 

justice is carried out, it likely would not be decided in their favor. Bobby would also face 

the humiliation of having to recount what had been done to him in full detail. What they 

choose to do, then, is to bury the body as though they are trying to bury what happened. On 

their way out of the area, they encounter some turbulent waters, and Drew drowns in the 

river (suspiciously, though, as it is believed that he may have been the victim of a stalker 

who is following them out of the woods). The fact that Drew dies seems to be symbolic of 

the washing away of any “moral” orientation with respect to the earlier decision. What 

matters is not what is morally appropriate here; what matters is what these people can live 

with, and although their responses to the event could be interpreted as irrational or made in 

emotional haste, morality itself is often sidetracked in extreme instances of trauma, where 

the borderline between right and wrong no longer seems to be that important.  

 The moral lesson of the story here is that sometimes there is no moral tale to be 

told, and the experience of violence itself can transcend any categorization into right and 

wrong, extending into the realm of asking viewers to consider what constitutes how moral 

decisions are made in the face of such challenging circumstances in the first place. 

Oftentimes, important moral decisions are made based on how one feels and not on the 

basis of what is objectively determined to be “right” or “wrong.” In other words, what the 

disagreement in Deliverance seems to be implying is that there is no right or wrong way to 

act in these situations. There is no proper orientation. There is no guide to tell these men 

what to do and what not to do, and sometimes, the gut wins out. Indeed, it may have to win 
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out if life is to “go on” in any intelligible way. Sometimes life transcends our 

understanding, and the difficulty in sitting through such a scene mirrors the difficulty of 

dealing with the moral aftermath of the resulting events. There is no happy ending here for 

these men, and there is no clear side to be on. In this case, film is being used as a tool to 

drive this point home; sometimes the striking content of reality and the effects of trauma 

shock our sensibilities beyond simple moral categorization. It is this confusion and 

destabilization that I refer to as moral shock, and “moral shock films” are those that can 

effectively rouse it in spectators. 

 I use Deliverance here to show that some cases are well established in the more 

mainstream history of film, and that at least some exemplars of the “New Extremism” 

really are doing nothing “new,” at least not in a historical sense;37 I also offer an alternative 

way of attempting to understand the moral significance of at least some of these films that 

critics have been conflicted about in the literature on film criticism. Consider the more 

recent French film Twentynine Palms (2003) directed by Bruno Dumont. The film begins 

by introducing David and Katia, a couple who are driving through California to 

Twentynine Palms for a vague reason that appears to have something to do with a photo 

shoot. Very little is revealed about the two, other than the fact that their communication is 

complicated since they do not share the same native language: David speaks to Katia in 

English, and Katia speaks to David in French, yet there appears to be some basic level of 

linguistic understanding between them. Nothing significant really happens in the film 

(other than the general and somewhat cliché-ridden exploration of the tension in their 

                                                           
37 Discussion of films in the “New Extremism” tends to focus on those in the German or French traditions 
released after 1990.  
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relationship) until the end, when David and Katia are followed and attacked by three 

random men (reminiscent of Deliverance). In this case, David is the victim of the attack, 

being brutally beaten and raped by one of the men while Katia is forced to watch. A 

subsequent scene shows David and Katia in a motel room with Katia attempting to nurse a 

non-responsive David back to health. Finally, in a scene even more shocking and traumatic 

than the initial assault, David violently attacks Katia and stabs her to death. At the end of 

the film, as the credits roll, we see a distant image of David having been found by police in 

the desert after apparently committing suicide (the scene is shot from a distance, 

symbolizing the “distance” we feel at the end when we are unable to fully make sense of 

David’s breakdown).  

 This ending is what has ultimately perplexed both critics and non-professional 

spectators; according to Quandt, “whether [Twentynine Palms] merely marks a natural 

intensification of the raw, dauntless corporeality of his previous films, it nevertheless elicits 

an unintentional anxiety: that Dumont, once imperiously impervious to fashion, has 

succumbed to the growing vogue for shock tactics in French cinema over the past 

decade.”38 Quandt, then, sees the ending of Twentynine Palms as merely an effort to shock 

and traumatize the audience for no clear reason other than to fit in with a growing trend. 

Others, however, have offered alternative interpretations of the ending. For instance, 

Stephen Holden of The New York Times interprets the film as having a different relation to 

Dumont’s other work; he sees it not as a departure from Dumont’s earlier thematic 

concerns, but instead suggests that “[the] sustained force of Mr. Dumont’s vision of 

existence as a swirl of brute instincts may not be easy to absorb, but it marks him as a 

                                                           
38 James Quandt, “Flesh & Blood: Sex & Violence in Recent French Cinema,” Artforum (February 2004). 
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major filmmaker,” adding further that Dumont’s intention in the film is to show how 

“[deadly], sadistic violence comes swooping out of nowhere for no particular reason other 

than that it’s what people are capable of…But the response it triggers—an irrational 

lashing back at the universe—can be even worse.”39 Unlike Quandt, who sees the 

aggressively shocking events as flaws, Holden interprets the tendency for audiences to 

walk out of the film to be a mark of success, “a sign that an unwelcome vision with more 

than a grain of truth may be hitting home,”40 providing evidence that the audience did 

experience some sort of negative emotion but may not have been able to fully comprehend 

its value in this context.  

 There are reasons to agree with Holden’s interpretation of the film, and to think that 

Dumont’s allusions to Deliverance were intentional. The ending is a means by which the 

viewer is provoked to think about questions regarding her own moral judgments in relation 

to those that the main characters in the film make, and how the structure of film can 

influence these judgments by leading our responses and expectations in either conventional 

or (here) non-conventional directions. The ending here is not only about an “irrational 

lashing back at the universe”; more specifically, on a meta-ethical level, it is about how we 

as human beings with complex thoughts and feelings respond to shocking and traumatic 

events in our lives in ways that may not easily be understood, and how such responses may 

defy or transcend our entrenched processes of moral judgment. In other words, it is more 

about the acts themselves than it is about the tragic ending. For the men to single out David 

as the victim seems somehow worse than if had they chosen Katia (which is what we 

                                                           
39 Stephen Holden, “Twentynine Palms: Review (Feral Essence of Living: Few Words Are Needed),” The 
New York Times (April 9, 2004).  
40 Holden, “Twentynine Palms: Review (Feral Essence of Living: Few Words Are Needed).”  
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expect when the assault is first initiated), and yet it is difficult to explain why it should be 

any worse. Furthermore, David’s reaction (murdering the innocent Katia) should incline us 

to see him as some sort of monster, but instead, we still see him as a victim struggling to 

make sense of the traumatic event that had happened to him. We would not have been able 

to feel this way had the rape been merely reported instead of witnessed given that such a 

report would not be able to do justice to the gravity of what happened to David in the way 

that the cinematic representation does. Thus, our conventional (and perhaps oversimplified) 

categorizations of “victim” and “aggressor” have been challenged, and the emotional 

foundations of our moral judgments and the way in which they defy conventional 

conceptualization and categorization, particularly in shocking or traumatic situations, have 

been clearly exposed.41  

 This moral disorientation is not the case with typical horror films; certainly, one 

may turn away from the represented content in shock or disgust, but standard horror films 

are not structured in such a way as to provoke the kind of moral shock I am referring to 

where the viewer is traumatized by the content and forced to reflect upon it from a 

metaethical perspective. The objective of horror films is at least partially to incite fear, or 

as Carroll has suggested, we mirror the responses of the main characters, and “the 

character’s affective reaction to the monstrous in horror stories is not merely a matter of 

fear, i.e., of being frightened by something that threatens danger. Rather, the threat is 

compounded with revulsion, nausea, and disgust,” and this response is a reaction to a 

                                                           
41 An objection could be raised that this is an example of Category 2 discussed above, but this is not true 
given that the film is conveyed through the perspective of the victim as aggressor rather than strictly the 
aggressor. Arguably, Bickle and Jones could be cast as “victims of circumstance,” but to refer to them as 
victims would in my view trivialize the weight behind the assault that David endured. Perhaps both Bickle 
and Jones were victims of such assaults, but we do not see this on screen, and this marks the difference.  
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monster that is both “threatening and impure.”42 This is not the case with morally shocking 

films. Certainly what happens may be construed as horrific in a broad sense but not in what 

Carroll refers to as the more restricted “art-horror” sense.43 The horror here is in the service 

of different ends and is not meant solely to incite fear and repulsion in response to the 

monstrous; instead, while what is horrifying is still the act of violence that is committed 

against another human being, the focus is on the resulting trauma experienced by the victim 

and not on the monster committing the act. This is the critical point, for in a typical horror 

film, the audience generally does not linger on the significance of the psychological harm 

that the victim experiences. An exception here might be the Saw franchise, where the 

victims are psychologically and sadistically manipulated by Jigsaw into making extremely 

difficult choices that generally cause them severe physical harm, such as cutting off a limb. 

However, although we may empathize with the victims, there is no moral complexity here 

with respect to our responses to the trauma that they endure. Their decisions are generally 

reasonable within the framework established by Jigsaw, one that is not very realistic and 

thus distances us from experiencing any significant form of moral shock.44  

 Similarly, these films are not simply tragedies; although what might happen in them 

can certainly be referred to as tragic, we as viewers do not feel as strongly traumatized and 

morally destabilized by tragedies, nor do most tragedies (or tragedies qua tragedies) 

provoke philosophical thought on a metaethical level. A tragedy certainly might represent 

scenes of violence as a means of deploying the larger objectives of a plot. Consider, for 

instance, the violent torture and murder of the Jewish prisoners in the film Schindler’s List 

                                                           
42 Carroll, The Philosophy of Horror, 22-28. 
43 “Art-horror” is a much more restricted concept that refers to responses in line with the main characters of 
films as a reaction to monsters of some sort.  
44 In the Saw franchise, we are also not faced with any sort of significant aftermath.  
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(1993). Violence is used as an instrument to convey the significance of the tragic and 

horrific events, but the shock we experience at the visceral content is not morally 

disorienting in the relevant way. There is no confusion here; we know that what is 

happening is wrong, and we know that the objective is to save the victims. The tragedy of 

the circumstances here might evoke moral pessimism, but not one of being unsettled by 

right or wrong in the same individualistic judgment-focused way. In other words, we might 

question whether all individuals are morally capable when considering the behavior of the 

Nazis, but we do not question whether those intent on saving the Jews are.  

 Perhaps another example might be helpful in elucidating this kind of shock. 

Consider À ma sœur! (2001 - English translation Fat Girl or For My Sister), a film by 

Catherine Breillat. The film begins by introducing a young girl of about 12, Anaïs, singing 

a folk tune about boredom: Translated, the lyrics read, “I get so bored...I’m waiting for 

anything...an animal...a man,” which foreshadows the tragedy that is yet to come. 

Immediately afterward, in the middle of a conversation about men, we hear her claim to her 

stunningly beautiful older sister that, “Guys are all sick.” Elena and Anaïs, sisters, are both 

boarding school students, with Elena, the older of the two and the more beautiful one, 

capturing the attention of the Italian lawyer-in-training, Fernando, at a café at the start of 

the film. Early on, we get accustomed to the way things work with these two sisters: Elena 

and Anaïs are attached at the hip, perhaps mostly because they are both boarding school 

summer students and thus are forced to go everywhere together in order to seem less 

suspicious or to draw less attention to themselves, but also because Anaïs is used as a kind 

of tool by the elder Elena to both make herself look better and to get herself out of 

troubling situations (such as when things go too far with Fernando after she sneaks him 
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into their dorm room). Anaïs appears to be the voice of bitter reason when it comes to 

Elena’s relationship decisions, scolding her for latching on too early to men or for wanting 

her “first time” to be perfect, although Elena is the one with more practical experience in 

this respect.  

 Although the film appears to be about the dynamics of this relationship between the 

two sisters (as reflected in the color choices of Anaïs almost always dressing in green and 

Elena always in red), Anaïs’s interiority is a lot more salient than Elena’s, as evidenced in 

the moments when we see her crying in the dorm room as Elena loses her virginity, or 

when she kisses the poles in the swimming pool pretending that they are her jealous suitors. 

It is not, however, until the end that this interiority becomes the central focus of the film, 

and not in the sense in which we feel any sort of resolution in terms of understanding 

where Anaïs’s final actions spur from. Instead, the true complexity of her character in the 

immediate aftermath of trauma is revealed.  

 The final sequence leading to the shockingly violent conclusion begins when 

Fernando’s mother visits the home of Anaïs and Elena’s parents to tell their mother that 

Fernando stole her opal ring and gave it to Elena as an “engagement ring.” The girls’ 

mother, furious, packs up their stuff and drives them back to the boarding school. The 

mother is driving erratically and decides to pull over at a truck stop for a rest. Here, there 

are some subtle indications of what we should expect to come. A trucker drives by and 

looks into the car as the mother is sleeping, and Anaïs glares back at him. Then, Elena 

leaves to go to the bathroom. It is possible here, given our anticipatory reactions based on 

conventional narratives, that we feel something might happen to Elena, but Elena returns, 

and Anaïs gives her a pep talk about Fernando as she falls asleep in the front seat beside 



37 
 

 
 

her mother. Suddenly, an axe shattering through the front window breaks the silence, and 

Elena is bludgeoned in the head by an assailant standing on the hood of the car. The glass 

seems to symbolize a shattering of innocence with respect to both the character of Anaïs 

and what is to come, as well as the structure of the narrative itself and what we as viewers 

had anticipated. The assailant then chokes the mother to death as Anaïs remains in the 

back, almost impassive, with the only inkling of fear we see to be a stream of urine running 

down her leg. Anaïs then gets out of the car, and slowly the assailant chases her into the 

woods where he rapes her, all of this taking place in an almost unendurable heart-stopping 

During the rape, Anaïs tells the rapist, “You can’t hurt me,” which harkens back to her 

advice to Elena about men, as well as her general mistrust and hatred for them that is 

demonstrated throughout the film. Finally, at the end of the film, when the police are 

present, it is revealed that Anaïs’s formal statement is that the man did not rape her. The 

audience here is left wondering why she would make such a claim given that there is clear 

evidence to suggest otherwise, and that her mother and sister were brutally killed just 

moments ago by the same man.  

 The function of this ending is two-fold: First, the conventional line of the narrative 

is drastically disrupted by the shocking ending of the double murder and rape in such a way 

that our attention is destabilized and once again brought back into focus on Anaïs with 

respect to the kind of character that she has and the judgments that she makes as a result. 

This shift in focus is likely not possible without the shocking annihilation of the other two 

central characters in this scene and the subsequent rape that follows. Throughout the film, 

we know that Anaïs is a little unusual, and that she feels differently about men from her 

sister, but we do not get a sense of just how complex those feelings truly are or how deep 
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they run until the end of the film when she refuses to admit that the assault was a rape. 

While a conventional narrative structure may have oversimplified Anaïs as the “jealous 

sister,” Breillat’s shocking ending has disrupted such narrative flow in a way to make us 

see how film can capture a deeper and darker sense of reality behind the traumatizing 

events that a specific character might face and the subsequent moral decisions that she may 

make as a result. In this sense, then, Breillat’s ending is both a commentary on the moral 

structure of film itself and the moral content represented within film (and how best and 

perhaps most realistically traumatic events can be conveyed through film). 

 Although the ending is what is deemed to be most shocking here, it is different from 

the violence presented in Category 2 above since it is not easy to understand the reasoning 

behind Anaïs’s actions as a victim. The act just does not make sense and must be further 

contextualized within the structure of the narrative as one that transcends conventional 

moral rationale. In the case of Taxi Driver or Hail, we can somewhat understand what 

leads to the violent events in question and attribute some blame to the protagonists-turned-

assailants. Here, we cannot, and we are left grasping at moral straws in confusion. Anaïs’s 

trauma seems to explain the confusion; in the throes of such a traumatic situation, it is not 

at all easy to make sense of what is happening or to make what may be considered as the 

right decision. In this sense, the ending includes a “resolution” that is somewhat 

transcendent of the very concept of a morally justified end to such a story.  

 One final film worth discussing in this chapter is Gaspar Noé’s controversial 

Irréversible (2002). The same sort of phenomenon occurs when viewing this film, which 

was released to a lot of divided criticism (i.e., as with von Trier’s film mentioned at the 

start of this chapter, a large percentage of the audience at Cannes walked out during the 
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extended nine-minute assault scene, but yet a fairly conservative American critic such as 

Roger Ebert endorsed the film for its realistic portrayal of violence).45 The film is 

structured in reverse-narrative format, described by Noé himself as situated in the “rape 

revenge” genre, covering the course of a single evening but starting with the events at the 

end of the night and ending with the events that occurred earlier in the same day. The film 

traces back the circumstances leading up to a brutal attack Alex experiences at random 

after attending a party with her boyfriend Marcus and friend/ex-boyfriend Pierre. The story 

“begins” with a fatal attack on a suspected “rapist” at an underground club by Marcus and 

Pierre (a victim who turns out not to be the actual rapist responsible for Alex’s attack), and 

“ends” with Alex’s joyful discovery, apparently earlier in the day, that she was pregnant 

with Marcus’s child. What the course of the plot reveals is that some events are too terrible 

or tragic in their transformative power to allow for not only one’s life to continue as before, 

but also for one’s own moral orientation to be appropriately signposted as well: Alex and 

Marcus’s relationship and future family is essentially destroyed after she leaves the party, 

and Marcus and Pierre’s desire for revenge leads them to brutally murder an innocent man 

who they wrongfully believe is responsible for the attack. 

 Here again there are several pivotal violent scenes around which the plot is 

structured. In the first scene, at the start of the film, Pierre bludgeons a man to death with a 

                                                           
45 Ebert, a mainstream American critic, endorses the film’s violence, saying, “The fact is, the reverse 
chronology makes Irréversible a film that structurally argues against rape and violence, while ordinary 
chronology would lead us down a seductive narrative path toward a shocking, exploitative payoff. By placing 
the ugliness at the beginning, Gaspar Noe forces us to think seriously about the sexual violence involved. The 
movie does not end with rape as its climax and send us out of the theater as if something had been 
communicated. It starts with it, and asks us to sit there for another hour and process our thoughts. It is 
therefore moral - at a structural level… most people will not want to see the film at all. It is so violent, it 
shows such cruelty, that it is a test most people will not want to endure. But it is unflinchingly honest about 
the crime of rape. It does not exploit. It does not pander” (Ebert, “Irréversible”). 
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fire extinguisher in the underground club, defending Marcus against an attack and also 

murdering who he believes to be responsible for Alex’s rape. In terms of cinematography, 

the content of the scene is delivered via low frequency sound and rickety hand-held camera 

work, visually motivating a kind of disorientation in the viewer. We as spectators do not 

know much about these men at this point, but they appear to be out for blood; the visual 

representation of the attack is shockingly gruesome and essentially unwatchable, thus 

conditioning our initial judgment of the men in a somewhat negative light (e.g., Are they 

homophobic? What are they doing in the club?). We as spectators are confused at this 

moment because of the lack of information in conjunction with the destabilizing and 

muddled cinematography.  

 In the second significant scene, Alex is followed out of the party (which was held 

earlier in the night) and filmed as she attempts to leave alone. She is brutally attacked by an 

as-yet unknown assailant, and the duration of the scene is filmed in its entirety in a single 

nine-minute long shot with the camera placed directly in front of Alex and her assailant 

slightly above ground level and facing them square-on. The scene itself is unwatchable, 

even more so than the first, but this unwatchability factor is itself the condition by which 

further meta-level reflection is facilitated when connecting this scene to the previous 

scenes. We as spectators do not want to watch the attack because of the pain Alex is 

experiencing and consequently the pain that we feel (we are unwilling observers locked 

into position and completely empathic). The camera’s perspective draws attention to the 

salience of pain and does not attempt to stylize it away, and almost immediately we are 

driven to reconsider our earlier judgment of Pierre and Marcus’s actions (perhaps their 

blind rage was somehow justified given the circumstances). Our response also calls into 
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question our initial judgment of what Alex was wearing as somehow inviting unwanted 

attention; as we experience the gravity of the torturous act with Alex and hear the assailant 

himself blame the attack on her outfit, we cannot help but feel both outrage at the fact that 

such an accusation could even be conceived, and disgust at ourselves for possibly having 

felt the same way.46 The nine minutes are not gratuitous; they give us the time needed to 

complicate our judgments, to feel confusion about not only the meaning of the scene within 

the narrative but also about the power of film to effectively convey the significance of such 

an event in a way that no other medium, including reality itself, effectively could,47 thus 

affording us the much-needed opportunity to criticize our own prior judgments in relation 

to this particular type of event.  

What these scenes do together, then, is draw attention to the significance and 

complexity of a traumatic event within the narrative (how we judge events differently 

depending on the type of information/exposure/perspective that we may have); again, 

though, they also inspire us to think about how film can effectively convey the significance 

and complexity of events in ways that may somehow essentially be different from any 

                                                           
46 There is a strong tendency in society for victim-blaming with respect to the clothing choices that women 
make and their supposed causal connection to such assaults (See Kayleigh Roberts, “The Psychology of 
Victim-Blaming,” The Atlantic (October 5, 2016)). Certainly such assaults cannot be blamed on the victim’s 
choice of attire, but we do tend to almost unconsciously make such judgments in some cases without 
reflecting on their irrationality and insensitivity. Irréversible exposes these judgments for what they are by 
showing Alex in her provocative party attire walking alone into the underground tunnel before the assault, 
and then having the assailant cast blame on her appearance (along with the fact that she is alone) during the 
rape. When he does so, we feel a kind of slap in the face, almost instantaneously becoming aware of just how 
wrong such judgments are.  
47 During the rape scene, another individual can be seen entering the tunnel, but upon discovering the assault 
from behind, he immediately turns around and runs away. This is an interesting addition to this scene and can 
be interpreted in two ways: either he misinterpreted it as a consensual act and decided to avoid awkwardly 
interrupting it, or he correctly interpreted it as an assault and decided to avoid getting involved. If the former, 
the individual is not morally culpable in any way. If the latter, then I believe he is to some extent. Either way, 
the individual’s presence invites us to reflect on how important it may be to be more aware of our 
surroundings in such circumstances and on the importance of action over inaction (or, more fundamentally, 
on how such decisions are made).   
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other means of access that we could have (this idea of the distinct value of film in eliciting 

such responses will be given further clarification in Chapter 7). It is possible that a film can 

draw attention to the intensity of extreme violence and the significance that such an event 

can have in real life in ways that may have previously seemed beyond grasp, and in doing 

so, it is contributing to our philosophical enlightenment about the structure of moral 

judgment in a very important way. The specific ways in which such engagement with film 

illuminate these insights into the nature of moral judgment will be discussed in more detail 

in Chapters 3, 4, and 5.  

 I suggest, then, that these films be grouped together into a category called “moral 

shock films.” Moral shock is the feeling that one experiences at a specific part of a film in 

response to traumatic content that transforms into a form of moral disorientation, which can 

lead to further reflection on the complex nature of moral judgment processing. The 

traumatic content is generally violent in nature and often (but not always) some form of 

sexual violence; the sexual violence is not a necessary condition, though, but is often 

included in such films in the sense that it is especially indicative of significant trauma. The 

experience of moral shock arises often, but not necessarily, at the end of the film, and 

usually, but not always, is structured into a paired series of violent events (e.g., the rape 

and then the murder in both Deliverance and Twentynine Palms, the murder and then the 

rape in À ma sœur!, the rape and then the murder (or the murder and then the rape in 

reverse-narrative format) in Irréversible). The experience itself is both disruptive in nature 

and transformative in the sense of re-orienting and complicating our narrative 

predispositions and meta-level thought processes. However, the further moral theorizing 

that takes place (in the sense of, for example, developing any sort of substantive 
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conclusions regarding moral judgment) is not a necessary condition of experiencing such 

moral shock. The emotions involved in the actual response will be discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 4, and the philosophical implications of this reaction will be discussed in a later 

chapter (Chapter 6). In the next section of this chapter, I will explain why genre 

reclassification is significant here, and I will also consider some challenges to the 

classification that I have proposed, specifically concerning the possibility of too much 

overlap with both the rape revenge and New Extremism categories.  

 

Genre Classification 

 In the seminal work “Categories of Art” (1970), Kendall Walton argues that there 

are different sets of properties that together define what kind of category a work of art falls 

into, and that appropriate categorization plays an “essential role in criticism.”48 Walton 

defines three properties that facilitate such categorization: standard, variable, and contra-

standard properties. Standard properties are those “just in case a lack of that feature would 

disqualify...a work from that category.”49 A variable property is one which is simply 

“irrelevant” to the categorization of the work (but which may be relevant to its value); a 

contra-standard property would be a feature which would “disqualify works as members of 

the category.”50 Rules for categorization remain somewhat “gratuitously legislated,”51 

according to Walton, given the creative flux of artistic developments, but establishing 

categories as determined by these properties allows us to be in a better position to both 

                                                           
48 Walton, “Categories of art,” 337. 
49 Walton, 339. 
50 Walton, 339. 
51 Walton, 362. 
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understand and appreciate any given work in question. Standard properties of moral shock 

films would therefore be: (1) extremely violent content that provokes a kind of traumatic 

experience among audience members; (2) at least a partial part of the story presented from 

the point of view of the victim of such violence; and (3) some measure of moral confusion 

with respect to the general lack of a conventionally cinematic or morally “uplifting” 

resolution. A variable property could be the graphic representation of sexual violence 

(which will be discussed below), and a contra-standard property would be a clear moral 

resolution at the end (e.g., suppose Anaïs in À ma sœur! identifies the rapist, or somehow 

heroically manages to save her family from the impending disaster). 

 In On Criticism (2009), Noël Carroll concurs with this view of the significance of 

categorization, but first suggests that the critic’s primary objective is to discern the value of 

the work (if there is in fact any to be found).52 According to Carroll, “the leading 

component of criticism is the operation of evaluation. The other activities in which critics 

engage—including description, contextualization, classification, elucidation, interpretation, 

and analysis—are hierarchically subservient to the purposes of evaluation.”53 These 

activities need not all be present to ground an evaluation, but at least one or more does, and 

some, such as classification, appear to be more significant or essential than others. In 

Carroll’s view, classification is in fact a primary function of criticism: 

Fundamental to the task of criticism is placing the artwork at hand in its proper 
category (or categories), because, once we know the category (or categories) to 
which the artwork belongs, we have a sense of the kind of expectations that it is 
appropriate to bring to the work—which knowledge, in turn, provides us with a 
basis for determining whether the work has succeeded or failed, at least on its own 

                                                           
52 Noël Carroll, On Criticism (New York, NY: Routledge, 2009). 
53 Carroll, 9. 
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terms. That is, situating the work as a certain kind of artwork at the same time 
implies the type of criticism suitable to bring to bear upon the object.54 
 

According to both Walton and Carroll, problems with categorization can obfuscate further 

comprehension of a work of art’s (here film’s) potential value. To be more specific, both 

Walton’s and Carroll’s ideas here about the significance of classification are helpful when 

considered in relation to the critical problems that arise regarding films in the “New French 

Extremity” or the later “New Extremism” category, a label first introduced by film critic 

Quandt in 2002 (mentioned above). In his analysis, Quandt focuses on the work of French 

directors such as Bruno Dumont and Gaspar Noé, albeit the films in question, those that 

aggressively provoke the audience with vivid representations of violence, are suggested to 

be “too disparate in purpose and vision to be classified as a movement.”55 Regarding the 

value of these films, comparing Dumont’s Twentynine Palms, deemed to be a failure (for 

reasons which were discussed above), to his earlier cinematic “successes,” Quandt says the 

following about the “movement” (or lack thereof): 

[When] Bruno Dumont, once championed as the standard-bearer of a revival of 
humanism—indeed, of classic neorealism—in French cinema, capitulates to this 
inimical approach, one begins to suspect a deeper impulse at work: a narcissistic 
response to the collapse of ideology in a society traditionally defined by political 
polarity and theoretical certitude, perhaps. The authentic, liberating outrage—
political, social, sexual—that  fueled such apocalyptic visions as Salò and Weekend 
now seems impossible, replaced by an aggressiveness that is really a grandiose 
form of passivity.56 

What Quandt is suggesting here is that films in this genre may be aggressively provoking 

viewers with little if any substance (indeed, a lack of “authenticity”) behind such 

provocation. In his view, provocation and shock, then, have become vacuous strategies 

                                                           
54 Carroll, 93-4. 
55 Quandt, “Flesh and Blood.” 
56 Quandt, “Flesh and Blood.” 
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employed to garner attention. Quandt is not the only critic to take this stance; according to 

Richard Falcon in a piece from 1999, directors such as Noé “know that pushing the 

extreme is a time-honored method of attracting attention in these harsh, commerce-driven 

times for young European film-makers.”57 But a sense of depth behind the shock and 

provocation is revealed by other critics, as when Jonathan Romney quotes Catherine 

Briellat’s discussion of her interests in making films “about watching what is 

unwatchable...I’m trying to present people with something they can’t bear, so as to make 

them see how miserable it is to be able to bear so little.”58 Austrian director Michael 

Haneke has had similar things to say about his own “shocking” films, in the sense that he is 

trying to provoke the viewer to feel a sense of the real pain behind the events on screen 

instead of numbing the pain through film, hence the motivation for the controversially 

violent Funny Games (2007) and the more recent Amour (2012) discussed above.59 As 

difficult and painful as these films may be to watch, there may be reason to believe that 

there is a purpose to the pain, a purpose aimed at exposing the relationship between the 

pain we experience while watching film and the pain we experience in reality, and how the 

two may in some cases need to be closer in kind with respect to similarities in content than 

they often are. However, some films in the “New Extremism” category do not fit into the 

category of moral shock films as I have defined it (e.g., Claire Denis’s Trouble Every 

Day),60 and other films not discussed as part of this new genre, such as Deliverance, seem 

                                                           
57 Richard Falcon, “Reality is too Shocking,” Sight and Sound 9, no. 1 (1999): 10. 
58 Jonathan Romney, “Le sex and violence,” The Independent (September 12, 2004). 
59 See Hilary Weston, “The Author’s Signature: A Conversation with Michael Haneke,” The Current (The 
Criterion Collection) (December 26, 2017).  
60 The plot of Trouble Every Day (2001) certainly does transcend conventional narrative structure, and the 
violent content is quite graphic and extreme, but Shane’s gruesome murders of both Coré and the hotel maid 
at the end of the film situate this film more into Category 2. Clearly, Shane has violent tendencies that are not 
evidently the result of any trauma imposed upon him (at least in terms of what we see in the film). 
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to in fact belong to it. Thus, the category of the “New Extremism” may overlap in some 

important ways with the moral shock category, but the two are not identical.  

 Beyond simply conveying the “real,” an idea which has been discussed by several 

critics including William Brown, there is something more at stake in the proliferation of 

films inciting viewers to feel morally shocked.61 These films are not just about showing or 

presenting the events as they are. They are about the resulting moral disorientation that 

occurs when being forced to engage with the content in this way. Bearing witness to such 

difficult circumstances on screen is about more than just the phenomenological “what it’s 

like” of the moment. It is about bringing to light feelings of moral shock and confusion that 

disrupt the narrative flow of the story we are being presented with and our settled 

understanding of morality, and, in the process, showing that some immoral acts on the part 

of the victims are a result of an overflow of moral outrage or confusion. The ethical, then, 

is still in focus, but the concepts traditionally deployed as referents are now in flux. 

 Another predominant genre that several of these films fall into is the “rape revenge” 

category; indeed, Noé himself has categorized his film as belonging to this particular genre 

(as mentioned above).62 However, the category of moral shock films differs in two 

fundamental ways: first, the films do not necessarily need to be about a rape and then 

revenge, as is evidenced in the case of À ma sœur! and also in the case of Der freie Wille, 

both mentioned above. In the latter, there is no revenge, and the assailant is depicted as a 

kind of victim of circumstance that defies our moral understanding. As another example, 

the “revenge” in Deliverance is hardly a resolution in the case of typical “rape revenge” 

                                                           
61 William Brown, “The new extremism in cinema: from France to Europe,” Studies in European Cinema 12, 
no. 2 (2014), 1-4. 
62 A brief definition of this genre has been provided above.  
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films such as I Spit on Your Grave (1978), where one feels a sense of satisfaction while 

witnessing the revenge that is instigated against the assailants. There is no similar 

satisfaction after Lewis kills the rapist in Deliverance. Instead, there is only more 

confusion since the moral consequences here are brought into view.63 Additionally, 

David’s murder of Katia can hardly be considered “revenge” in Twentynine Palms since 

she is not the assailant. Second, moral shock films need not necessarily be about sexual 

assault. Sexual assault may be the central focus of many due to the gravity of the 

circumstances, but a film such as Haneke’s Caché (2005) includes the trauma-inducing 

scene of a man committing suicide in front an acquaintance and still sits squarely in the 

moral shock genre given that it exhibits the standard properties mentioned above. 

 Critics, philosophers, and other types of film goers will always disagree to some 

significant extent about what is of value when watching certain films, but categorization is 

deeply important to this process of both understanding and evaluating them. In labeling a 

film in a certain way, different things come to light. What has been clear in recent times, 

and what may hopefully have become clearer in this chapter, is that there are many 

different kinds of violent films, and while violence in film has been considered from a 

number of different perspectives in the literature, here I provide an alternative way of 

understanding a certain trend in cinematic violence that has its early roots in 

representations on screen from the release of Deliverance in the 1970s in contrast to what 

                                                           
63 Deliverance has been subject to other attempts at genre reclassification, including Linda Ruth Williams’s 
interpretation of the film as a “rape-revenge movie with a difference” (17), that difference being its hyper-
masculinity and “collective disavowal” of responsibility (19). See “Blood Brothers,” Sight and Sound 4, no. 9 
(1994): 16-19. I do not disagree with this interpretation, but I do think that there are others such as mine that 
allow for other significant aspects of the narrative to come into fuller view.  
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some might think is the strictly the “New” Extremism.64 I have also provided two 

alternative categories and some borderline cases to help illuminate the distinct features of 

what I refer to as the “moral shock” genre. What I hope has been made clear at the end of 

this chapter is that there is a certain set of films that present themselves, or rather incite 

feelings of moral shock, in a way that is distinct from other representations of violence or 

morally controversial themes on screen, and that while these films may have features that 

overlap with other genres, they still warrant a particular classification of their own.  

 

Conclusion 

 The violence in these films may be horrific and shocking; it may be considered to 

be in bad taste or simply unwatchable. But it is also morally relevant with very distinct 

implications for the way in which we think about our patterns of moral judgment, and 

furthermore, how we tend to philosophize about them. However, before I discuss the 

deeper moral implications of these patterns of responses and the philosophical theorizing 

that they motivate, the following concerns need to be addressed: (1) On what grounds can 

these interpretations of the films be considered as the “right” or “correct” ones? In other 

words, what sort of theory of cinematic interpretation am I resting my conclusions about 

the nature of these films on? And, following from this, (2) What emotions are involved in 

the response of moral shock given that it resembles aspects of being horrified, repulsed, 

and surprised? In other words, what do I mean when I say that audiences are “morally 

                                                           
64 I do not want to foreclose on the possibility that there may be even earlier examples of such films, but at 
present, there are none that I am aware of.  
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shocked” by these films? Both of these issues will be addressed in the following two 

chapters on interpretation and emotion.   
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CHAPTER 3 

INTERPRETATION AND EMOTION 

 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I concluded by indicating that the next chapter would 

address various issues regarding the validity or supposed “correctness” of the alternative 

interpretations of these films that I have proposed. In addition, I also pointed out that the 

emotional responses of the sort that are identified as elicited by these films need to be 

clarified with respect to how emotions themselves have been dealt with in the existent 

philosophical literature. Therefore, in this chapter, I intend on sketching out the relevant 

issues within these debates that may help to illuminate the “shock” I am referring to when 

discussing the interpretive accuracy and value of experiencing these films in this way. 

As a preface, it should be made clear that the literature on both interpretation and 

emotion, with film in particular and the arts in general, is extraordinarily dense and rife 

with various lacunae, each of which encompasses debates embroiled in minute details and 

subtleties that cannot all be addressed by a project of this scope or focus. What will be 

addressed here are the specific issues that are directly relevant to buttressing the 

plausibility of the approach that I take to interpreting these films. As a result, some of the 

deeper theoretical issues will be acknowledged in passing, but the reader should be aware 

that any definitive settlement of these debates is not something that can be accomplished 

here.  

 A potential issue with this chapter worthy of addressing is whether the interpretive 

approach that I endorse here is original in any robust sense. My intentions are not to 
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provide a new theory of interpretation; instead, my concerns are to rest my interpretation of 

the films discussed in Chapter 2 (and in subsequent chapters) on what I consider to be a 

reasonable theory of cinematic interpretation. While critical approaches to film 

interpretation are based on a myriad of different theoretical commitments, what I remain 

committed to is viewing the films in a way that best allows for the content represented to 

be accounted for and valued on its own terms rather than explained away or dismissed out 

of confusion or an outright theoretical dismissal of significance. In other words, the 

interpretive framework that I consider to be most reasonable is that which can best make 

sense of the narrative necessity for such violent content to be included in the way that it is. 

Simply put, I am trying to give these films the benefit of the doubt. In doing so, a relatively 

open approach that can account for why such films, having been directed in many cases by 

respected filmmakers, may be considered to have value aside from merely shocking 

audiences. 

 

On Interpretation 

 To highlight one of the most fundamental issues at the core of debates on the 

interpretation of the arts, and here specifically film, consider the following hypothetical 

example of two spectators disagreeing over the meaning and significance of a science  

fiction film.1 

                                                           
1 Discussion of different responses to these films arose as I was teaching a class on science fiction film at 
Seoul National University in the Spring of 2017; I use these examples to highlight the broader application of 
my theoretical (or anti-theory) position on interpretation.  
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 Suppose two friends go to a theater to see Arrival, the 2016 American science 

fiction film directed by Denis Villeneuve. To begin with a general synopsis, the film is 

about the landing or “arrival” of various enormous alien pod-like structures around 

different parts of the world that, while appearing to be somewhat ominous, ultimately pose 

no significant threat despite the mass political and military forces launched in efforts to 

both understand and combat them. In America, Dr. Louise Banks, a linguistics professor, 

and Dr. Ian Donnelly, a physicist, are both called upon to decipher the meaning of both the 

symbols that the aliens express that appear to be a kind of language and what the physical 

constitution of the pods and the aliens housed within them could imply. The film follows 

their actions as they begin to get closer to unlocking the secret of the aliens’ presence. A 

broadly-construed “sci-fi” film, it also contains other cinematic features that make it more 

of a political thriller as well. In this sense, then, one could say that Arrival is also an 

example of how certain films can overlap genres. 

Both viewers come to the film with what I will refer to as their own cinematic 

baggage with respect to their individual interests in the very broad genre of “sci-fi 

space/alien” films. The first viewer, Tim, is what you might classify as your “typical” or 

general spectator. Tim enjoys a good story and a jaw-dropping plot twist, but rarely if at all 

attempts to read too much into a film, instead seeking the easiest possible explanation for 

the series of events presented to him on screen, sometimes at the cost of losing insight into 

any deeper significance. If something is too confusing or cinematically complex, Tim sees 

it as either a failure of the film on its own terms or a mark of pretention or elitism. 

Therefore, after watching one of the classic works of science fiction, Stanley Kubrick’s 

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Tim would likely side with a reviewer such as Renata 
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Adler, who wrote in 1968 that “the movie is so completely absorbed in its own problems, 

its use of color and space, its fanatical devotion to science-fiction detail, that it is 

somewhere between hypnotic and immensely boring.”2 Adler goes on to point out that the 

theater at that time was full of irritating commentary, as “the uncompromising slowness of 

the movie makes it hard to sit through without talking,” and that “some extra scripts seem 

required.” Although he may not be as well-versed in critical norms as Adler with respect to 

the terminology employed by most reviewers, it is possible to imagine that after watching 

2001, Tim may have referred to it, in layman’s terms, as “one of the most over-hyped 

movies I had ever seen,” consequently wishing that he could “get the last three hours of his 

life back.” On a positive note, he would, however, have agreed with another reviewer, 

Stephen Hunter of The Washington Post, in that “the monkey stuff is okay” and that “the 

third part [with HAL 9000] is by far the best…[because] it has actual narrative gripping 

power.”3 Still, in Tim’s words, “The fact that the only part worth watching could have been 

a thirty-minute episode of The Twilight Zone instead of being part of three immensely 

boring hours in a theater is a disappointment, to say the least.”    

While Tim sits on what we can call the relatively more superficially-engaged side 

of the spectrum with respect to his position as a spectator (I will say more about this 

spectrum as it develops below), our second viewer, Jane, comes to a much different 

assessment of the film. With respect to 2001, Jane would consider it to be one of the most 

thought-provoking and genre-defining films in the history of science fiction, capitalizing 

upon the relatively slower-paced moments within the film to reflect upon the deeper 

                                                           
2 Renata Adler, “2001 Is Up, Up and Away: Kubrick’s Odyssey in Space Begins Run,” The New York Times 
(April 4, 1968). 
3 Stephen Hunter, “A Space Idiocy: 2001 Revisited,” The Washington Post (November 2, 2001). 
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thematic issues and consider the innovative ways in which Kubrick deployed certain 

cinematic devices to depict immense transformations in time and human development. Jane 

also attends to features such as the musical score in contrast to the portentous silence and 

reflectively back onto her own reactions to specific parts of the film. For instance, Jane 

notices how she feels somewhat perturbed when hearing the “Requiem for Soprano, Mezzo 

Soprano, Two Mixed Choirs & Orchestra,” the musical piece with the eerie vocals that 

plays when the monolith appears at the start of the final sequence (Jupiter and Beyond), 

inciting a reaction of discomfort, confusion, and rapid intellectual grasping for meaning 

with respect to what is presented in subsequent images. Jane’s attentive gaze remains 

transfixed on the screen during the action scenes as well as those of dead silence and 

complete darkness, using the screen as a prompt for specific lines of thought. Jane, in this 

sense, would agree with a reviewer such as Roger Ebert, who describes 2001 as a work in 

which “the genius is not in how much Stanley Kubrick does in 2001: A Space Odyssey, but 

in how little…He reduces each scene to its essence, and leaves it on screen long enough for 

us to contemplate it, to inhabit it in our imaginations.”4 Therefore, if Jane and Tim were to 

converse about their perspectives on this film, Jane might be resigned to say, “You just 

aren’t really watching it.” 

Analyzing the philosophical value and merit of different interpretations of a film 

such as 2001 is beyond the focus of this paper, and in fact may seem irrelevant, but the 

divergent perspectives of the viewers here does illustrate a kind of spectrum with respect to 

the ways in which we can possibly explain why different spectators come to very different 

conclusions about films. Still, 2001 may be a somewhat loaded example, given its tendency 

                                                           
4 Roger Ebert, “2001: The Monolith and the Message,” The Chicago Sun Times (April 21, 1968). 
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to polarize viewers with its alternative narrative structure, as can be said with the “moral 

shock” films addressed in this dissertation. What then becomes of use is a film that both 

Tim and Jane would consider to be a “good” exemplar of science fiction but for different 

reasons, which consequently highlights the philosophical complexity of such disagreements 

as being more than just a “matter of interpretation.” 

At the end of Arrival, Louise Banks is able to decode the messages that the aliens 

are sending, and it is this act of decoding and its result that marks a conflict in 

interpretation that is especially illuminating for my purposes here. The way in which the 

aliens attempt to communicate with human beings is through black fluid circular rings, of 

which each represents a specific message that is not transcribed in a linear fashion. 

Eventually, Louise realizes that the aliens communicate in non-linear and non-temporal 

structures that are inferred to also reflect the way in which they envision and interpret the 

world. Ultimately, the message they send is one of support rather than one designed to 

incite harm or violence; they are present on earth to warn human beings about the dangers 

of their conflict with each other, and how they need to communicate with and understand 

others to survive well beyond the present age. It is not this message, though, that has been 

of the most interest to many average spectators and critics alike, but instead, it is the 

complex ways in which the nature of language and the process of language acquisition are 

depicted. 

Consider Tim’s (“hypothetical”) response to the film first. Tim watches the movie 

as any spectator should be expected to: under regular spectator conditions. He is not 

distracted in any way, nor is he transposing his own theories or ideas onto the film. He 

attentively listens to the dialogue, deciphers and follows the plot line, and attends to the 
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movie as he would in any other cinematic experience (ceteris paribus). After the final 

reveal of the alien linguistic code, it becomes apparent that not only can Louise 

“understand” the alien language, but that she and the physicist Ian Donnelly are, or rather 

were, romantically involved, and that her earlier “flashbacks” to the death of her daughter 

were in fact glimpses of the future. Her new understanding of language, then, restructures 

the way in which she perceives time. Tim comes to an alternative conclusion, also based on 

the dialogue transmitted by the aliens when they appear to say that “Louise is the one,” that 

her cognitive capacity to understand the language was not in any way influenced by any 

sort of significant transformation in her ability to understand time as circular rather than 

linear, and that those “images” that she saw before were simply dreams that she would only 

later come to understand. Tim, then, views the film as a kind of “chosen one” experience, 

given that Louise was perhaps more open-minded and cognitively apt to decipher the code 

than many others may have been, hence the images of the future being mysteriously 

transmitted to her by the aliens as a simple kind of foreshadowing of what was to come, 

and a sign of kinship, so to speak. 

Jane, in contrast, extracts a little bit more out of the final reveal, and subsequently 

reinterprets the flashback sequences from the beginning in a different way. In Jane’s view, 

Louise is aware of the flashbacks from the very beginning as not being flash forwards, but 

as simply being “happenings” because she is beginning to acquire the alien language, and 

thus her cognitive capacities for perceiving time are also slowly changing without her even 

being aware of this transformation. This is why Jane is especially perceptive of Louise not 

being confused by the flashbacks and how there is no grand “reveal” or surprise that she 

experiences after her interactions with the aliens come to an end. Jane retrospectively re-
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examines the earlier parts of the film and recalls Louise’s reactions, and how Louise, as an 

expert linguist, may simply not have noticed how unusual these supposed “memories” were 

because her entire cognitive framework was changing. The film, then, is not solely about 

alien invasion or comradery with the open-minded, the possibility of interpreting a new 

language, or of being “chosen” due to having the capacity to do so. Instead, Jane sees it as 

a cinematic representation of the phenomenology of undergoing a transformative linguistic 

experience in the sense that the flashbacks feel completely natural to the viewer as they 

would for Louise but for very different reasons. In Jane’s view, Louise is tormented by the 

death of her daughter before it even “happens” in linear time, and yet does not 

problematize this because she is not only acquiring the alien language but also the ability to 

experience time in a different way. Thus, the film’s depiction of the emergent and 

progressive flashbacks, Louise’s depression throughout, and the conflict and friendship that 

she experiences with Ian are in fact indications of how she herself feels, in that these 

experiences are both familiar and foreign at the same time.   

Both Tim and Jane can be said to have “liked” the movie, but they disagree on both 

the depth of the interpretive approach it requires and whether or not it was really as 

innovative and “different” as Jane may have thought it to be. Tim just sees it as a movie 

like any other, but Jane sees the cinematic treatment of the philosophical theme and the use 

of flashbacks as something a little deeper. Who, then, can be said to be “right” about their 

own specific interpretation of the film? This is of course where the debate comes in. 

Broadly construed, there are several general positions that can be taken in this debate. 

Intentionalists may appeal to what the director would have intended by referring to what 

may be written or said by the director him or herself, or to his or her broader body of work, 
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whereas formalists would appeal strictly to the features presented within the film itself.5 

There are of course deeper theoretical divisions within these specific approaches, including 

socio-political contextual and psychoanalytic interpretations, to name but a few, but such 

theoretical explorations are less motivated by an interest in the matter of making sense of 

films in their entirety nor in objectively verifying such interpretations as “correct.”6 What 

seems to be of special importance is the fact that different viewers will generally see 

different things in different films, and as indicated by the above examples of 2001 and 

Arrival, the “perfect” viewer may not exist. Instead, the person who can provide the most 

plausible interpretation of what they are faced with on screen, including those features that 

lend themselves to deeper approaches, might be more inclined to be on the “right” track in 

providing the more definitive interpretation. 

A lot of what I mean to say here has already in fact been said to some degree by 

Paisley Livingston in his Cinema, Philosophy, Bergman (2012) when he refers to the 

“meshing conditions” involved when assessing the validity of an interpretation of a given 

film.7 In proposing his own theory of interpretation, Livingston adopts what he refers to as 

“partial intentionalism,” defining it as follows: “the intention to mean q by saying or 

otherwise representing p is successful just in case the intention to imply q meshes 

                                                           
5 Intentionalism would hold that the author’s intent is central to interpretation; formalists, in contrast, would 
instead focus on what is present (on a sensory basis) within the work itself.   
6 I do not mean to discredit the value of these approaches in any way. Instead, what I mean to say is that the 
focus of such theoretical approaches is largely on drawing attention to supposed values without having to 
explain or justify the conclusions that are drawn according to more robust epistemic standards that concern 
intentionalists and formalists. I also do not mean to generalize here; for instance, some psychoanalytic 
interpretations of film are indeed quite credible (consider, for instance, Michael Haneke’s The Piano Teacher 
as discussed in Christopher Christian, “The Piano Teacher: A Case Study in Perversion and Sadomasochism,” 
Psychoanalytic Review 96 (2009): 769-84, or Steve McQueen’s Shame reviewed by Mark Fisher, “Non-film: 
Steve McQueen’s ‘Shame’,” Film Quarterly (January 19, 2012)). However, to commit to applying such a 
theoretical position to interpreting all film would be somewhat disingenuous, obfuscating, and misleading.  
7 Paisley Livingston, Cinema, Philosophy, Bergman (New York: Oxford, 2012). 
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sufficiently with what is written, spoken, or otherwise put on display.”8 Livingston draws 

on C. I. Lewis’s idea of “congruence” to support his view.9 On the nature of “meshing,” 

Livingston says the following:  

The ideational connections constitutive of meshing can take many forms, but, as 
some discourse theorists have hypothesized, many of them involve such basic 
categories of thought as part-whole relations, cause and effect, similarity and 
difference, and spatio-temporal links or contiguity. It is important to note that, as 
the attribution of such ideational connections and rhetorical structures can be 
independent of reference to corresponding authorial intentions, they thereby provide 
an independent source of evidence of the successful realization of intended meaning 
in the utterance.10  

I take this to mean that what matters most is the actual manifestation of the intentions 

within the film, which would then make Livingston’s view more in line with a formalist 

position. Still, there are some problems with Livingston’s appeals to intentions that 

separate his view from my own, or at least some of the assumptions that he makes about 

the nature of intention with respect to film are problematic, and these are demonstrated in 

his interpretation of Carl Theodor Dreyer’s 1947 Day of Wrath. 

Livingston offers an incisive interpretation of Dreyer’s adaptation of the play (e.g., 

showing how the “witch” was not really a witch). I think his interpretation does illustrate 

his non-principled meshing theory well insofar as his aim is to show how the story depicted 

was coherent. There are a few parts, though, that I read with some hesitation. First, I am not 

sure if he interprets the implications of Dreyer’s quoted statement in the right way. He 

states, “Dreyer said in an interview that one ‘understands her [Anne’s] terror when she 

believes herself also a witch.’”11 Further on, he says, “Sympathy for Anne could hardly be 

                                                           
8 Livingston, 99. 
9 Livingston, 100. 
10 Livingston, 101. 
11 Livingston, 109. 
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maintained, however, were it true in the story that her behavior is in fact one of Satan’s 

worldly manifestations.”12 It seems to me that it is possible that Dreyer’s quotation could 

be interpreted the other way, and that maybe he wanted to show the complexity involved in 

sympathizing with the devil. In other words, it may be possible for us to sympathize with 

Anne to some degree even if her behavior is in some sense “Satanic.” To make matters 

worse, Livingston seems to suggest that it would have been incompetent for Dreyer to 

allow for competing and incompatible readings, but I do not think that Livingston is 

attributing enough to the value of complexity and to this possibility, which according to 

others such as Alex Neill, might actually make a film better in some sense.13 Ultimately, 

according to Livingston, “A coherent interpretation can be achieved, then, if it is 

determined either that the author intended to leave some of the key questions in suspense, 

or, not having any such intention, incompetently produced an audio-visual display that 

partially lends itself to two or more incompatible readings.”14 It seems to me that Dreyer 

might want to ride the line here. I do find Livingston’s interpretation convincing when he 

says that the complexity would prevent viewers from having first-order sympathy with 

Anne, which effectively motivates our engagement with the narrative. Regarding Anne’s 

supposed power to kill Absalon, Livingston states, “Why would Dreyer make these 

rhetorical choices if he really wanted spectators to conclude that Anne is just an innocent 

victim? My response to this crucial question is to say that Dreyer’s rhetorical design was to 

make the erroneous witchcraft inference available and even somewhat tempting to the 

spectator so as to make possible a better understanding of the ease with which such 

                                                           
12 Livingston, 110. 
13 See discussion of Neill’s position later in this chapter. 
14 Livingston, 114. 
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accusations arise.”15 Livingston is essentially trying to show how the best interpretation is 

one that is capable of making the most sense out of what is presented in the film while also 

resolving issues of confusion at the same time. While this certainly may seem to be a 

reasonable theory of interpretation, he may be wrong about the fact that a director by 

definition always has a definitive idea of how all of the features within the film should be 

best interpreted, or that there cannot be conflicting interpretations.  

To return to the examples that I started with, I see the difference between the 

perspectives of these viewers as illuminating for resolving an interpretive issue regarding 

the films first introduced in the previous chapter, namely, those that perplex or confuse the 

spectator almost intentionally. The point regarding the value of complexity will be 

addressed in more detail later, but perhaps what can be said at this point is that some 

viewers are prepared to think through the complexity in ways in which others are not, and 

to even value it for this reason, which brings in the time spent outside of the film into 

play.16 In other words, there may be surface interpretations and deep interpretations, and in 

some cases, both may make sense, but some may make even more sense than others of the 

material presented on screen in order to provide, for lack of a better term, more 

philosophical fruit. In the case of Arrival, then, Jane and Tim do not necessarily have 

conflicting interpretations. Instead, Jane just sees more in the film and is willing to do so 

given that the simple explanation of the flashbacks as being alien-implanted obscures the 

weighted significance of having to think through the complexities of how language may 

really be able to structure our understanding of time. Let it be known that Jane is not 

                                                           
15 Livingston, 120. 
16 One could also suggest that complexity be valued “in itself.” The issue of what constitutes something being 
valued “in itself” in terms of aesthetic appreciation will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.  
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transposing philosophy onto the film, but instead allowing for the truncated thoughts to 

provoke further meaningful tangents of reflection that add a layer of depth to an otherwise 

already “interesting” or “engaging” film. Jane’s interpretation also “meshes” better not 

only with what the director has said about his own intentions but also the screenwriter,17 

thus confirming the plausibility of Livingston’s general theory as well.18 Still, an important 

caveat here is that the complexity need not be fully explained away for the sake of having 

to explain every minute detail in the film, and that there is in fact room for more than one 

level of interpretation here.  

Ultimately, what matters, then, is that the conditions not only “mesh,” but also that 

the viewer be open to both complexity and the possibility of layered meanings, and that the 

prospect that complexity in film can mirror the complexity that is cognitively experienced 

in real life still remains alive. That is to say, Livingston may be making the same mistake 

he acknowledges as problematic with respect to trying to transpose too much theory onto 

film when he tries to resolve all of the apparent ambiguities and conflicting ideas in the 

process of interpretation. In some cases, at least, allowing for there to be conflicting ideas 

or complexity may be an essential part of how we may be expected to interpret certain 

films, especially insofar as such discord could lead us to emotionally respond to parts of the 

film in ways that may be uncomfortable but extremely powerful in their potential to 

motivate more profound philosophical insights.   

 

                                                           
17 See Fred Topel, “Interview: ‘Arrival’ Screenwriter Eric Heisserer Pleas for Better Communication,” 
Cinema Thread (November 11, 2016).  
18 With regards to the objection about reading too much philosophy into a film, see, most recently, Nicholas 
Diehl, “Socratic Film,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 74, no. 1 (2016): 23-24 (discussed more 
extensively in Chapter 6).  
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On Emotion 

 The purpose of this section is not to fully define the reaction of moral shock just 

yet, but to provide a kind of background or context against which it can be theoretically 

broken down and further clarified in the following chapter based on a survey of the 

relevant background literature on film and emotion; more recent developments in the 

psychology of cinematic spectatorship as well as in moral psychology will help to define 

the concept more clearly in the next chapter, but first it is important to show how issues 

regarding interpretation and emotion have been discussed with respect to the arts in 

general, and film in particular. We tend to experience our emotions in a myriad of different 

ways in response to cinematic content, and the literature on how this happens during our 

engagement with film is immense and vast.  

On the relevance of emotion for the interpretation of film, as stated by Noël Carroll, 

“The garden-variety emotions underwrite our experience of most films, especially popular 

movies. Undoubtedly, the degree to which our experience of movies is emotional is so 

extensive that we may lose sight of it. Emotion supplies such a pervasive coloration to our 

movie experience that it may, so to speak, fly in under the radar screen.”19 Certainly 

Carroll is right insofar as we may not even be aware of just how emotionally-laden our 

perception of the cinematic content presented to us may be, but what needs further 

clarification is the sense in which the emotions we experience when in the theater may be 

both different from and similar to the emotions that we experience with respect to real 

circumstances and events that we encounter in everyday life. For instance, as a somewhat 

                                                           
19 Noël Carroll, “Film, Emotion, and Genre,” in Carl Plantinga and Greg M. Smith, eds., Passionate Views: 
Film, Cognition, and Emotion (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 21-47.   
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classic example might go, when I see a young child, alone on a street, crying on the screen, 

I am apt to feel some sort of sympathy, but yet the emotive force is somehow different here 

since I know that there must be some sort of cinematic plot-related reason for the 

occurrence, so my interest lingers and is held in suspension. In real life, however, I may be 

inclined (in fact I should be) to move to the child to see what the problem might be, feeling 

perhaps more disoriented and concerned than I would be had I simply “encountered” the 

child on screen. 

First, emotions need to be clarified here in the sense of how they are used in 

reference to film. For Carroll, “affect” might at first appear to be a better term to refer to 

(or at least to isolate) the kinds of emotional responses we may have to certain events on 

screen that incite us to cry out in surprise, to reel in anger, or to sob uncontrollably. In 

Carroll’s view, “the ordinary notion of emotion can be exceedingly broad and elastic, 

sometimes ranging so widely as to encompass hard-wired reflex reactions (like the startle 

response), kinesthetic turbulence, moods, sexual arousal, pleasures and desires, as well as 

occurrent mental states like anger, fear and sorrow.”20 In his discussion of the way in which 

emotions integrate themselves into the cinematic experience, Carroll settles on the term 

“emotion” as redefined in terms of “a narrower subclass of affect, namely, what might be 

even more accurately called cognitive emotions (i.e., affects that include cognitive 

elements).”21 Carroll’s main point, like those of many others in the field, is that emotions 

relevant to cinematic experience are cognitively caused and lead to physiological or 

physical manifestations of some sort. As in real-life circumstances, emotions “organize 

                                                           
20 Carroll, 21.  
21 Carroll, 22. 
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perception”;22 in fact, Carroll draws an analogy with “searchlights” in the sense that they 

orient our visual field to what we feel is important in response to given stimuli. For 

instance, a suspense film such as Alien (1979) has us constantly looking for new ways in 

which the alien could pop out at any time in the space craft and scare us.  

What Carroll has to say about the “startle effect” may be somewhat contentious, 

and I will come back to that in the next chapter. What I would like to address here, though, 

is the way in which Carroll differentiates between emotions experienced in real life and 

those experienced in the theater, as I believe his distinction is both illuminating and also 

problematic. Consider the following statement: 

In life, in contrast to fiction, our emotions have to select out the relevant details 
from a massive array of largely unstructured stimuli…But with respect to fiction, 
things stand differently…To a much greater extent than in everyday life, situations 
in fiction films have already been structured for us by filmmakers. We do not 
usually rely upon the emotions to organize fictional film events for us as much as 
we rely upon the emotions to perform this task for us in ordinary life because, in the 
main, fiction film events have been emotionally predigested for us by filmmakers. 
That is, the filmmakers have already done much of the work of emotionally 
organizing scenes and sequences for us through the ways in which the filmmakers 
have foregrounded what features of the events in the film are salient.23 

Carroll later refers to the content of film as a “criterially prefocused film text” that is 

observed by an audience with the appropriate “emotive focus.”24 The director’s structural 

design of a text (here the film) guides the spectators emotions in intentional ways by 

presenting things on screen that both reinforce and shift our emotional perspectives in line 

with the objectives of the plot, such that our understanding of the textual implications is 

reinforced and our emotive experience is confirmed as “right” for these particular 

circumstances. Interpretation, then, is more than just a matter of finding value; instead, it 

                                                           
22 Carroll, 28. 
23 Carroll, 29. 
24 Ibid., 31. 
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becomes a matter of “finding the aspects of the depictions or descriptions of the object of 

the emotion that satisfy the necessary criteria for being in whatever emotional state the 

audience is in.”25 In other words, the audience’s reactions reinforce the suitability and 

effectiveness of the content that is presented by the director and render the film a success or 

a failure as a result. Each emotion also corresponds to the content of different genres that 

elicits responses to certain events, be it a protagonist suffering misfortunes and eliciting 

pity, or a monster in a horror film that evokes both disgust and fear.26 Emotions, then, 

come to define a genre insofar as they are the dominant affective experiences that arise 

when observing those kinds of films. 

 In order to further clarify how emotions can play out in reference to one of the 

moral shock films that I have identified, the precise nature of how identification occurs in 

relation to the objects of our emotions and the difference between the emotive force of our 

experience in real life versus that on screen needs to be considered. First, there is one 

important debate involving the apparent “paradox of emotion”27 that is effectively 

illustrated in a classic article by Kendall Walton entitled “Fearing Fictions.”28 Here, 

Walton attests that a certain cognitive exercise of “make believe” is employed when we 

participate in the movie experience, rendering all things that would normally elicit 

reactions of fear in us to still be frightening in some sense but realistically impotent. In this 

game of make believe that we participate in when, for instance, reading a book or watching 

a movie, the standards of reality are suspended, and we are willing to entertain certain ideas 

                                                           
25 Carroll, 33. 
26 Carroll, 36. 
27 C. Radford, “How Can We Be Moved by the Fate of Anna Karenina?" Proceedings of the Aristotelian 
Society, Supplemental Vol. 49 (1975): 67-80. See also C. Radford, “Tears and Fiction,” Philosophy 52 
(1977): 208-213. Walton’s article comes only a few years later as a means of explanation.   
28 Kendall Walton, “Fearing Fictions,” Journal of Philosophy 75, no. 1 (1978): 5-27.  
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and situations that we may otherwise avoid, such as not running away from a monster made 

of green slime when it appears on the screen.  

 Although interesting, the breadth of discussion on the paradox of emotion is beyond 

the scope of focus here. There is, however, one branch of the debate that is of relevance 

concerning the empathy that we can experience in terms of identifying with certain 

characters on screen. This becomes especially important below when we consider an 

example of a moral shock film and the complex processes of both emotionally responding 

to such a film and having to identify with or empathize with a character that we may not 

even like. To this end, some of the literature on empathy and identification in film with 

respect to the emotions becomes especially enlightening. In “Empathy and (Film) Fiction,” 

Alex Neill reviews the issue of whether or not character identification is essential to having 

an appropriate level of emotional engagement with a film.29 Contrary to Neill’s 

interpretation of Carroll’s view, who he believes holds empathy as having a somewhat 

insignificant role in our emotional responses to characters on film,30 Neill seeks to show 

that empathy does play an important role in our responses, but that it need not be so 

strongly equated with the notion of character identification as Carroll may suggest. Neill 

defends the use of empathy to describe our emotional responses to film characters largely 

on the basis of attempting to remain consistent with the way in which typical viewers tend 

to talk about films.31 According to Neill, “In responding empathically…we may respond in 

ways that are not in us at all: in ways that mirror the feelings and responses of others whose 

                                                           
29 Alex Neill, “Empathy and (Film) Fiction,” in David Bordwell and Noël Carroll, eds., Post-Theory: 
Reconstructing Film Studies (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), 175–193. 
30 See Carroll (cited in Neill, 177). I do not want to say myself that Carroll maintains the exact view that Neill 
holds, but this is not the issue here.  
31 Neill, 180.  
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outlooks and experiences may be different from our own.”32 This, according to Neill, 

proves that fiction has cognitive value in terms of “the education of emotion” (I will return 

to this below).  

 In Neill’s view, empathy makes better sense of how our responses tend to mirror 

those of the actors in very important ways that cannot simply be explained in terms of 

sympathy. Neill uses Susan Feagin’s account of belief and imagination with respect to 

responding to fiction as a departure point for explaining his account of empathy, arguing 

that Feagin’s idea, although valuable in providing a critical space for empathy, results in a 

“distorted conception” of the term.33 Describing Feagin’s view, Neill sees the problem in 

how Feagin characterizes empathy in terms of having beliefs (second-order beliefs) about 

another’s beliefs, then replacing the other’s beliefs in fiction with the capacity to imagine 

what those beliefs are. Fundamentally speaking, Neill objects to the idea that such beliefs 

alone could be sufficient for empathy since what seems more appropriate is a deeper 

understanding of the emotional fabric of the other’s experience. As an illustrative example, 

Neill states, “We might more happily say that to empathize with another’s 

depression…involves having a sense of the tone of her beliefs, thoughts, desires and so on; 

or that it is partly a matter of coming to know what it is like to have certain beliefs, desires, 

hopes, and doubts.”34 This is still construed as a kind of imaginative activity, and belief 

                                                           
32 Neill, 179-80. 
33 Neill, 183.  
34 Neill, 184.  
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may still be a precondition for empathy and thus bound or restrict the limitations upon what 

it may be possible to imagine.35  

 Interestingly, Neill mentions that there are at least two possible cases in which we 

may not be able to effectively empathize with another perspective. In the first sense, the 

amount of knowledge available about the prospective object of interest may be insufficient, 

leading to an inability to effectively imagine in any definitive or substantive way what it 

must be like to be in such an individual’s position. In the second case, Neill describes a 

situation in which “I may be unable to empathize with another if, although I have all the 

right beliefs about her mental state, for some reason I cannot represent that state to myself 

as if it were my own.”36 What this means is that a necessary condition for being able to 

empathize with fictional characters, in Neill’s view, is that there must be a sufficient 

amount of similarities that outweigh those differences that may be somehow 

incomprehensible from the viewer’s perspective. Still, he goes on to say that the motive for 

empathy is the desire to understand, and in some cases, such as in the case with literary 

descriptions of an excessively detailed nature, we may know too much in order to even 

motivate the empathic process at all. Ultimately, then, there appears to be a fine line in 

between these two extremes such that the character must be sufficiently similar to the 

spectator but also opaque in some senses to motivate interest. According to Neill, “Since 

empathy is based on a kind of imaginative activity, unconstrained imaginative activity 

cannot constitute empathy.”37 Based on Neill’s account, one can still say (along with 

                                                           
35 Neill uses Feagin’s views as a departure point for articulating his own views on the importance of emotion. 
With respect to complexity and stretching the imagination, Feagin’s work in Reading With Feeling (1996) 
will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.  
36 Neill, 187 
37 Neill, 190. 
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Feagin) that the struggle of imagination opens up new perspectives to us and enriches our 

understanding of the world and others in it, but whether Neill’s position on empathy 

substantiates a cognitivist position remains vulnerable to doubt.38  

 At this point, an important question can be raised: Does any of this help in terms of 

understanding the complexity of our responses to certain moral shock films? And, if so, can 

these films be even more clearly defined in terms of a genre based on the specific 

emotional responses that they elicit? I think yes, and in this chapter, a sketch of how these 

concepts can be used to make sense of our responses to these films will be provided; moral 

shock itself as a complex emotion with morally-laden fabric will need its own chapter (to 

follow this one), and complexity as a value of art will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 7. Thus, the architecture deployed here serves as a kind of framework by which 

moral shock can be understood as both a merited and valuable response to the cinematic 

works in question.  

 Consider again the German film Der freie Wille by Matthias Glasner (2006), only 

alluded to in passing in the previous chapter. In this film, Theo Stoer, a convicted rapist, is 

released from prison after serving nine years for his crimes, and then tasked with the 

incredibly difficult job of integrating back into society as a regular citizen. Based on his 

actions after his release, Theo appears to have what we as spectators believe to be no 

rational intention to reoffend, and he even manages to start a romantic relationship with a 

woman named Nettie, but his repressed desires reveal themselves in moments captured by 

long shots focused on how he assiduously attends to certain women, then cutting to his face 

                                                           
38 More about cognitivism/anti-cognitivism in aesthetics will be reviewed in Chapter 7. 
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to show how he appears to have a kind of hatred for them which he transposes onto himself 

as guilt. Toward the end of the film, there is a scene in which Theo gets frustrated when he 

asks a waitress out for a date and she says no, which spurs him to dramatically leave the 

restaurant and follow an unknown woman into a parking garage to rape her. At almost the 

same time, Nettie is violently assaulted by one of Theo’s prior victims, but in the end, the 

two are shown on a beach in a scene in which it appears that Theo has committed suicide, 

and Nettie is embracing his body in her arms.  

 What first marks this film as important here, and as a moral shock film, is the 

disorientation that we feel as a result of being brought to empathize with Theo, the kind of 

empathy that we initially may want to rationally reject. The film opens with a violent rape 

scene that sets the tone to what could be considered a “dysphoric” mood, according to 

Carroll’s typology, but then unexpectedly changes to the “euphoric” upon Theo’s release.39 

This is a dramatic and surprising twist in perspectives; the villain then becomes the 

protagonist, and through the presentation of Theo’s struggles, we come to sympathize with 

a rapist who has not fully psychologically reformed. Eventually, though, this becomes 

more than just sympathy, since we also come to feel the struggles he endures as frustrating 

and anger-inducing (in other words, we feel more than just pity); we are upset at the 

waitress when she rejects Theo, which leads us to begin to understand how someone of his 

nature could want to storm out of the restaurant as we would. We are then, however, 

shocked by his act of rape, and thus our empathy is withdrawn, but then we jump back into 

the empathic perspective when we feel a kind of guilt as he does after he commits the act. 

The entire film, as representative of his struggle to overcome himself, is soured, and not 

                                                           
39 Carroll, 32. 
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only are we mirroring a response, but we are also, as Neill would say (and Feagin as well), 

broadening our understanding of what it is like to be someone like Theo. But this “what it 

is like” is complex and disorienting and indeed morally shocking, given that Theo is a 

reoffending rapist.   

 This complex array of emotions and the rapid and abrupt transition from one to 

another is what defines the moral shock genre, and these emotional responses are shaped 

by the ethical implications of the acts presented on screen and the moral weight that is 

placed upon us as spectators. These films essentially involve very violent acts while also 

inviting viewers to understand their psychological and moral implications from alternative 

perspectives. As Neill himself states, a valuable film is one which invites the possibility to 

empathize with other perspectives,40 but what makes these films stand out is the fact that 

observing shocking immoral acts messes with our emotions in ways that are atypical, thus 

provoking us to question how our prior thought structures may need to be transformed as a 

result, and also showing us that our own understanding of ourselves may be flawed as well. 

Although what Neill means about “the education of emotion”41 may not have been 

intended to refer specifically to moral education, there are cases, I am arguing, where moral 

judgment and emotional experience collide in very complex ways, leading to the question 

of how our own moral psychology and moral commitments are intertwined with our 

emotional responses, and how films can challenge those connections and associations.  

 Of course, one could read this film as a simple portrayal of a supposedly 

rehabilitated criminal gone wrong, as Tim would likely see it, but it is really so much more 

                                                           
40 Neill, 191.   
41 Neill, 180.  
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than that, as it would be to Jane. A better meshing interpretation would attempt to make 

sense of why the director would present Theo in the way that he does, since it is clear that 

he could not have simply intended to strictly demonize the rapist. Thus, a spectator who 

tries to resolve the complexity while also acknowledging the possibility that it may not be 

able to be resolved (and thus that it may be an intended end in itself) would be one who is 

in a better position to understand what it is that the film is intended to convey; such a 

spectator could at least attempt to make sense of why such complex features are embedded 

within the film. Jane, then, would likely be the better spectator here. 

 One concern with the account of the relationship between emotional engagement in 

terms of achieving interpretive accuracy and the struggle to obtain an empathic perspective 

discussed here is that the originality of my own position on interpretation is not evident. 

While it is true that I am not objecting to Livingston’s account of meshing conditions 

broadly construed and in fact support it as a solid foundation for cinematic interpretation, I 

am opposed to the somewhat narrow view of what counts as complexity in his terms. In 

other words, I think that it is possible for some content within films to be morally complex 

in ways that Livingston may not have had in mind given the focus of his analysis. This 

view of complexity as a value of film will be further expanded in Chapter 7. In doing so, I 

will also address some aspects of Feagin’s view that Neill does not address, namely, the 

idea of “mental shifts” that may make better sense of why her account of empathy is more 

cognitively based. For my purposes in this chapter, Neill’s interpretation has sufficed in 

showing the importance of the emotions in controlling our empathic responses, which may 

seem more intuitively plausible than referring to such a response as belief-based. 
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Nevertheless, in further articulating the value of complexity in Chapter 7, Feagin’s own 

account will prove to be more pragmatic but not without other limitations.   

 

Conclusion 

 The complex emotional experience that a spectator may have when watching these 

moral shock films is in need of further elucidation, but what I hope to have shown here is 

that: (a) there are cases in which deeper interpretations may be “better” in the sense of 

being able to make sense of both the intentions of the filmmaker and the content within the 

film, but that sometimes complexity does not need to be explained away by transposing 

alternative theories and inferred intentions onto a film, and (b) emotions are very much an 

important part of the cinematic experience, also helping make sense of how this genre of 

moral shock can be more clearly defined. Still, more needs to be said about the moral 

psychology behind the reaction of moral shock along with the distinct and complex 

transitions between emotions that occur when watching these films; while the emotions 

themselves may be of the “garden-variety,”42 it is their combinations at work in our 

responses to different kinds of content that make this genre so definitive and distinct.   

  

                                                           
42 Garden variety emotions include sadness, happiness, fear, and anger, and some aspects of these experiences 
overlap with the kinds of experiences categorized as moral emotions, such as guilt or shame. In this work, 
some emotions such as anxiety can be both moral and non-moral emotions depending on the content that is 
responded to and the resulting thought processes that are activated (e.g., moral judgment). For an early 
differentiation and expansion of moral emotions in the psychological literature as the topic garnered more 
interest, see June Price Tangney, Jeff Stuewig, and Debra J. Mashek, “Moral Emotions and Moral Behavior,” 
Annual Review of Psychology 58 (2007): 345-72. Here, embarrassment is added to the typical two, shame and 
guilt, in addition to elevation, pride, gratitude, and the experience of empathy. The article is a kind of survey 
and is largely consistent with the brunt of philosophical literature on these issues.  
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CHAPTER 4 

UNDERSTANDING MORAL SHOCK 

 

Introduction 

 The complex emotions and thoughts that arise when a spectator is watching films 

with this kind of provocative content, especially insofar as these reactions are morally 

relevant (and relevant to issues in meta-level moral theorizing, which will be further 

clarified in subsequent chapters), will be discussed in more detail here. In the previous 

chapter, I argued that: (a) interpretation construed as an attempt to make sense of most of 

what is presented on screen in conjunction with some knowledge about the director’s 

intentions may be the best approach to take toward film in general, but that such 

interpretations need not be classified as “correct,” and (b) emotions are very much an 

essential part of the cinematic experience, also helping to make sense of how the genre of 

moral shock films can be more clearly defined based on the kinds of emotions that are 

experienced when watching them. Also, these emotions need not be “comfortable” in the 

sense of being those that we intentionally seek out for positive experiences; work on 

tragedy and horror in literature and film has shown that these are not always the kinds of 

experiences that we look for when we engage with narrative art regardless of how we may 

eventually come to talk about “enjoying” a specific film or book. Now, the perceptual and 

psychological mechanisms involved in moral shock will be addressed, and the distinct and 

complex transitions between thoughts and emotions that occur in viewers while watching 

these films will be clarified; again, while the emotions themselves may be of the “garden-

variety,” it is their combinations that arise in spectators in response to different kinds of 
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content (patterns of which can be discerned as similar between films) and the resulting 

conclusions about moral judgments and behavior (and perhaps more specifically the 

demands that are placed on us as moral agents in a complex world) that make this genre 

and the responses it elicits so definitive and significant. 

 It should be noted for review that the genre being referred to here is the “moral 

shock” genre of violent films discussed in Chapter 2 as Category 3, and whose essential 

features are summarized on pp. 37–8 of that chapter. A significant number of films were 

discussed in that chapter to allow for a more definitive categorization of violent films that 

illuminates the distinctive features of the moral shock genre. Below, in the next section, is 

an effort to make further distinctions with reference to other violent film and television 

representations in order to more clearly emphasize the moral significance of this category 

and the importance of often including sexual violence as a part of such representations.   

 

A Review of Recent Developments of Violence on Screen 

 Although Chapter 2 provided a general survey of violent films in an effort to 

categorize them into different genres, the proliferation of violence on screen, especially 

recently on relatively mainstream television programs, is worth exploring in more detail to 

further refine the category of “moral shock” films, since, again, not all instances of violent 

representations on screen are cases inciting moral shock of the relevant kind. The violent 

content that I am referring to is especially extreme in nature, and while this was touched on 

in the first chapter, the ways in which violent content has been presented on screen need to 

be discussed in more detail to differentiate this genre more decisively and to transition 
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more directly into discussions of the moral significance of such content. A lot has already 

been said here (as well as in film studies literature or the mainstream media) on violence in 

films, and the issue of the value of presenting violent content has also notably been 

addressed in interviews with directors such as Quentin Tarantino and Michael Haneke, 

both of whom may be considered to be easy targets for this type of discussion based on the 

kinds of films that they make.1 Still, very little if anything has been said in the 

philosophical literature about the potential value of violence in film outside of discussions 

on issues regarding censorship.2 In fact, what has specifically been said about violence has 

been framed in terms of issues regarding cinematic realism without directly addressing the 

cognitive and emotional effects of violent content itself on our capacity for complex moral 

theorizing. Indeed, some conversations focus on how violent representations may lead to 

the reverence of certain moral actions that we may see as redeeming and the condemnation 

of those that we view as somehow reprehensible.3 In other words, moral content has thus 

far been discussed in terms of the overall narrative development of the entire story within a 

film as a kind of “moral lesson” on screen rather than allowing for any direct focus on the 

explicitness of the images at specific points in time (an approach that best suits films such 

as The Revenant as part of Category 1 discussed in Chapter 2), and how this itself might 

change the story; in other words, in the case of films containing explicit or extreme 

depictions of violence, such efforts seem only to be lauded by philosophers of film if they 

                                                           
1 See Esther Zuckerman, “Everything Quentin Tarantino Really Thinks About Violence and the Movies,” The 
Atlantic (Jan. 11, 2013); also see Mark Bain, “Michael Haneke on Violence, The White Ribbon,” Newsweek 
(Dec. 27, 2009).  
2 For a brief survey of the recent issues, see Graham Matthews and Sam Goodman (eds.), Violence and the 
Limits of Representation (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).  
3 For an early position in this debate, see Timothy P. Meyer, “Effects of viewing justified and unjustified real 
film violence on aggressive behaviour,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 23, no. 1 (1972): 21-
29.  
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are in the service of some sort of moralist agenda.4 There is of course the exception, a 

position defending the value of such films which has been most extensively defended by 

Tanya Horeck and Tina Kendall,5 but this work lies somewhat squarely in the domain of 

film studies rather than in philosophy proper.6 It should also be added that Horeck and 

Kendall really do not seem to have any interest in showing the relevance of these films for 

debates in the philosophy of art (primarily in the analytic tradition) or for moral philosophy 

in a robust sense, but their work is indeed valuable for at least collecting or gathering these 

films together into some sort of loose formation and for allowing for new thematic 

categorizations based upon them and the patterns they present to be possible.  

One theorist who does attempt to connect the violent content in a selection of these 

films (notably Haneke’s) is Catherine Wheatley in her Michael Haneke’s Cinema: The 

Ethic of the Image.7 In her analysis of Haneke’s films and on his intentions as reported in 

discussions and interviews, Wheatley comes to the conclusion that Haneke is concerned 

with inciting spectators to reflect on the ethics of their own positions as spectators when 

presenting violent content on screen. According to Wheatley’s view, “in Haneke’s works 

                                                           
4 This needs more qualification. What I mean here is that violent content in film has not been dealt with in 
terms of what value it can have other than its structural inclusion in films that fit into Category 1 discussed in 
Chapter 2. That is, the potential for representations of traumatic content on screen in the form of extremely 
violent situations to undermine our moral orientation has not been discussed as a potential value of art, and 
only as a potential flaw (see discussions on the ethical criticism of art as perhaps most extensively reviewed 
in Berys Gaut, Art, Emotion, and Ethics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007)). This is not to say that 
some works have explored violent content in detail, including Erik van Ooijen, “Cinematic Shots and Cuts: 
On the Ethics and Semiotics of Real Violence in Film Fiction,” 1-15. However, van Ooijen’s concerns are 
centered on the ethics of including real violence in film, which is not the issue of concern here. In a recent 
revival of the immoralist position in the ethical criticism debate, A. W. Eaton argues for a more “robust” 
position in the immoralism view in the sense that we can appreciate or value works for their immoral content, 
pushing earlier work by Daniel Jacobson, but the content she presents is neither controversial, clearly 
immoral, or especially violent in any sense; see A. W. Eaton, “Robust Immoralism,” Journal of Aesthetics 
and Art Criticism 70, no. 3 (2012): 281-92. 
5 Tanya Horeck and Tina Kendall (eds.), The New Extremism in Cinema: From France to Europe 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011).  
6 Horeck and Kendall.  
7 See Catherine Wheatley, Michael Haneke’s Cinema: The Ethic of the Image (New York: Berghahn, 2009). 
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aesthetic reflexivity is conducive to the spectator’s moral reflexivity.”8 What Wheatley 

refers to as Haneke’s “radical aesthetic” stands in contrast to what she interprets as the 

“American moralist” branch of film criticism. In the case of the latter, “they focus on the 

morality within the hermetically sealed filmic world, rather than between the film and the 

viewer. In thus doing they overlook…a crucial aspect of the experience of watching a 

Haneke film: the spectator’s experience of the film as it is pertinent to themself.”9 Haneke 

is interpreted not as a “moralist” but as a director who presents contrasting moral values in 

an attempt to provoke thought about the “ethics of spectatorship.”10 While I agree with 

much of what Wheatley says about Haneke’s films, her focus is not so much on the 

necessity of including violent content but more about Haneke’s general stylistic approach 

to filmmaking. Furthermore, in provoking spectators to consider their own ethical 

relationship to film qua spectators, the resulting conclusions about morality have more to 

do with motivating a certain kind of sensitivity in perception and self-reflection. In what 

follows, I will show that the moral significance of watching moral shock films may be 

more subversive than what Wheatley argues regarding Haneke’s films, and that the content 

worthy of consideration extends beyond this specific cinematic oeuvre.  

 This apparent avoidance, then, of deeper issues regarding the potential moral value 

of certain graphic depictions of violence on screen is therefore something that needs to be 

overcome, largely because it does not match the general interest in such themes among film 

goers and even television viewers that has become increasingly common in recent years 

(especially over the course of the past decade). There is certainly no doubt that depictions 

                                                           
8 Wheatley, 5. 
9 Wheatley, 6. 
10 Wheatley, 188-9. 
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of violence on screen have not only increased in frequency, but they have also become 

almost expected in certain “serious” genres (e.g., fantasy, action, or thrillers), even on 

television screens; in other words, not only are depictions of violence common, but they are 

also immensely popular among a wide variety of viewers. Consider, for instance, the recent 

popularity of a television series such as Game of Thrones (HBO).11 Although the entire 

series is loaded with frequent and sporadic episodes of violence, perhaps one of the clearest 

indicators of how important the extremity of the violent content is in terms of securing the 

show’s popularity among viewers is discussion regarding the battle scene involving Jon 

Snow and Ramsay Bolton in Season 6, referred to as “The Battle of the Bastards.”12 As the 

two battalions clash on screen, viewers are faced with images of immense bloodshed as 

both man and beast (horse) are slaughtered in mass numbers on both sides eventually 

leading to a direct face-off between Jon and Ramsay. Jon, whose anger is clearly amplified 

during the battle, appears to be intent on beating Ramsay to death with his bare hands but 

stops when he sees the face of his sister Sansa, a victim of Ramsay’s assault, and decides to 

leave the fate of Ramsay to her will. In fact, for over 10 minutes, nothing is shown but 

extreme violence against unnamed foes, a scene so popular that it has been revered by 

critics for its cinematic realism as well as for its moral culmination of the season through 

the wildly anticipated graphic representation of the downfall of a detestable villain.13 

 Although many viewers are attracted to these scenes, and their inclusion in both 

films and television series seems to be increasing, some images generally seem to be 

                                                           
11 In support of its immense popularity, see ABC News, “Game of Thrones’ season six finale pulls record 
paying viewers, but piracy continues,” ABC News (June 2016) 
12 HBO and Miguel Sapochnik (Director), Game of Thrones: Battle of the Bastards (June 19, 2016).  
13 A brief description of the technical aspects of the scene can be found in David Malitz, “Game of Thrones: 
The major battle scenes, ranked,” The Washington Post (August 9, 2017).    
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considered as unwatchable, or if they are depicted, they are done so in “bad taste,” 

regardless of where they may fit into the narrative in terms of the violent categorizations 

that are discussed in Chapter 2. To be more specific, sexual violence is not explicitly 

shown that often on film or television. Still, the significance of the drastic and traumatizing 

effects of such violence are addressed quite frequently and perhaps increasingly so by 

modern cinema and television series. For instance, in Game of Thrones, Ramsay, the villain 

mentioned above, is a rapist who treats Sansa Stark, Jon’s half-sister, with extreme 

brutality after his marriage to her (a marriage of which she was very much opposed to); he 

also orders the castration of Theon Greyjoy, another villain in the series, after capturing 

him. In addition to the castration, Ramsay subjects Theon to the incredibly harsh 

punishment of having to function as his servant and live (indeed sleep and eat) with the 

dogs in the cellar kennel. Ramsay’s identity as a rapist and extreme sexual offender is 

perhaps what demonizes him the most in the eyes of the viewer, but it is important to note 

that none of the scenes of sexual violence are explicitly shown in their duration. What is 

shown is the trauma that the victims endure as a result of the violence. Theon, a character 

who was generally unlikable before his servitude to Ramsey, given his deceptive and 

cunning quest for power and womanizing nature, becomes not a shadow of his former self, 

but completely unlike himself at all. Once quite brave and confident in his own prowess 

and potential, he trembles at the sight of Ramsay and consequently becomes a victim in the 

eyes of the viewer as well due to the extreme nature of the treatment that he was subjected 

to. Had he been merely held in captivity or slain upon conquest, it would be easier to deal 

with and conceptually categorize both Ramsay and Theon as villains, but the nature of the 

punishment that Ramsay inflicts upon Theon in terms of his castration in addition to the 
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psychological torture elicits extreme sympathy on the part of the viewer. Ramsay, then, 

becomes even more of a monster than he already was, and sexual violence in this respect is 

used as a device to this end. In other words, our immense hatred for Ramsay somewhat 

justifies the battle between his army and that of Jon Snow’s, so much so that the bloodshed 

seems worth watching and indeed even “enjoying.” Furthermore, even though Theon was 

unlikable and detestable before, this certainly does not warrant the way he was treated by 

Ramsay, and in fact even functions to humanize him.   

I use Game of Thrones here as an example of what would be considered a morally 

“appropriate” (for lack of a better term) way to use sexual violence to draw viewers into a 

narrative without challenging their ethical commitments or orientations, and in fact actually 

reinforces them. As described in Chapter 2, this would also be a case which fits into the 

first category in terms of using representations of violence to advance a specific moral 

narrative. At no point do we ever empathize with Ramsay; in fact, it is the extremity of his 

moral deviance in terms of sexual deviance and violence that makes it completely 

impossible to empathize with him. “The rapist,” then, or the sexual assailant, is an effective 

title to assign to a character when one wants to create the ultimate villain, and while Game 

of Thrones does take this to an extreme with Ramsay, other popular shows with less violent 

content have used this device as well.  Consider two prison genre shows, Sons of Anarchy 

(FX) and Orange is the New Black (Netflix), which use the same device to a similar end 

(OITNB will be discussed below). In Sons of Anarchy, Otto Delaney, a member of 

SAMCRO, the leading motorcycle gang in the area, endures immense turmoil and abuse in 

prison after being convicted and sentenced to an extended prison term for murder while at 

the same time having to still align himself with the gang for which he committed the act. 
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Due to his unwavering loyalty, he not only loses his eye in a prison fight but is also raped 

repeatedly by other prisoners at the command of a new warden who is charged with 

dissembling Otto’s gang allegiance. Even though the morality of the decisions that 

SAMCRO makes under the authority of the president Clay Morrow (and then later Jax 

Teller) raises some questions about whether the gang members are objectively respectable 

in any way, Otto’s victimization bolsters him to the position of almost a martyr who dies at 

the hand of his own sword when he is secretly slipped a knife by Clay, who whispers, “End 

this.” Otto uses the weapon to slash the throat of the venomous guard, consequently being 

shot in a round of fire afterwards.14 With respect to film in contrast to television, a classic 

tale of “criminals” avenging the rapist (or here a potential rapist) is Thelma and Louise 

(1991), when Louise shoots Thelma’s assailant in the parking lot of the bar after she 

catches him attempting to rape her best friend.15 Thelma then changes into a completely 

different person, and her victimization catapults her into the status of a kind of goddess or 

heroine as a result or her (arguably justifiable) hostility toward men.   

In contrast, there is a different way in which assailants, or “villains” within the 

structure of a fictional narrative, may be portrayed. In the two most recent seasons of 

Orange is the New Black, a new prison captain, Desi Piscatella, is hired on to take control 

of the somewhat chaotic circumstances in the prison involving the sects of gangs among 

the women and the general sense of unrest and opposition to authority due to mistreatment 

                                                           
14 With respect to cinematography and the establishment of perspective, this scene is crucial, as Otto opens 
his arms to the camera in almost a Christ-like sacrifice as his body is riddled with bullets from the guards. 
Otto’s loyalty in conjunction with his personal sacrifice for the greater “good” of the gang do in fact make 
him a martyr of sorts, and this scene makes this idea more concrete.  
15 The difference between film and TV is becoming muddled as of late and is an interesting topic in and of 
itself that is worthy of more exploration. This scene, though, is an intense one, because Louise does not 
intend to kill the rapist until he says, “I shoulda gone ahead and fucked her!” 
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by some of the staff. Piscatella is relentlessly cruel, and his general presence leads to the 

unintended suffocation of Poussey Washington at the hands of another guard during a 

brawl, which itself leads to an even more widespread prison revolt. Piscatella is perhaps 

most concerned with destroying the life of “Red,” or Galina Reznikov, the Russian-

American in charge of the kitchen who vehemently opposes Piscatella’s authoritarian and 

unduly harsh rule. She is forced into isolation and starved into submission by Piscatella and 

later even beaten and partially scalped when he secretly invades the prison on his own 

volition during the riot and subsequent lockdown. He is portrayed as a towering, menacing 

figure with what seems to be no compassion for any prisoner nor any other human being. 

However, in the fifth season, a series of flashbacks shows that Piscatella was 

himself a secondary “victim” of a brutal sexual assault in prison circumstances, which may 

help to explain his harsh treatment of the prisoners at Litchfield Penitentiary (or at least 

open a window for some understanding of his motivation to be possible). At Piscatella’s 

prior prison assignment, he had become involved with an inmate who had been working in 

the kitchen, a relationship which was kept secret due to its incriminatory and outright 

illegal nature. One day, however, an inmate who harbored some hostility toward Piscatella 

(he was still somewhat excessively authoritarian and harsh in his position there as well) 

along with some other prisoners aggressively attacked and sexually assaulted the guard’s 

lover to the point at which it is questionable as to whether the victim survived. Piscatella is 

called in for assistance immediately after the assault but must remain composed to assure 

that the relationship remains a secret to those who are still unaware of it. It is clear that 

Piscatella shoulders the burden of responsibility for the attack in this case, and the 

expression on his face bears as much. Although he clearly demonstrates feeling a sense of 
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guilt due to the fact that their being caught in conjunction with his unreasonably aggressive 

and harsh attitude toward the other prisoners are likely to “blame” for the attack (at least 

within the confines of that particular atmosphere and those specific conditions), and 

although we as viewers remember Piscatella’s unwarranted hostility toward the female 

prisoners at Litchfield, we can begin to understand where the hostility stemmed from. For 

Piscatella, the violent act against his lover (which may or may not have left him dead, 

although it is implied that it had)16 leads him to generalize all prisoners into the enemy, 

resulting in the extremity of his harsh treatment of the women at Litchfield, especially 

those in the kitchen. As a result, his actions become understandable (but not justifiable) in 

the sense that he is (minimally) humanized. 

Still, this is mainstream television, so we do not yet reach the point at which we 

come to empathize with Piscatella in a way that may seem to challenge our core moral 

beliefs regarding who as a character is to be considered right and who is to be considered 

wrong. The basic structure of these narratives makes it clear that there is still a villain, 

regardless of whether his actions are connected to some sort of causal history. Also, the 

violence here in these cases contains significant foreshadowing, so much so that the 

“shock” value of what we are about to see is lost given the conventional expectations of 

television’s narrative development techniques (this is similar to the second category in 

Chapter 2 in terms of the violent or shocking ending). In other words, more mainstream 

narrative developments tend to affirm rather than challenge our moral orientation, although 

they do sometimes add color to our judgments in ways that may complicate our gut 

instincts about certain characters that we may encounter. It is also important to note that the 

                                                           
16 Evidence for the former is in the tattoo that he wears that Red observed through the gates during the riot. 
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target audience of these programs is quite broad, so any significant moral theorizing 

beyond forces of good and evil must remain somewhat limited. However, a film mentioned 

in Chapters 1 and 2 that does a successful job of challenging such linear or conventional 

orientation is Matthias Glassner’s Der freie Wille (2006). Again, in review, Theo is 

immediately established as a villain at the start of the film when we as viewers witness his 

brutal rape of a runner that ends up resulting in his conviction and a prison sentence after 

he gets caught. The film then flashes forward to Theo’s release, and as we witness his 

struggles during his attempts to reintegrate into society in the subsequent scenes that 

follow, we come to empathize with him based on the efforts he appears to be making to 

become a better person, thus seeing the “assailant” in this case in a grainier and more 

comprehensively human way. In fact, closer to the end of the film, as Theo continues to 

morally “improve,” we really begin to want Theo to succeed and thus feel shocked and 

significantly betrayed when he suddenly rapes another woman after what seems to be a 

significant effort to remodel himself. This particularly complex reaction and shifting of our 

own moral judgment is what is of interest (and not solely the shock of observing the second 

rape after having had to bear witness to the first). Theo’s transformation and then reversion 

to prior reprehensible patterns of behavior both add layers of moral density to our 

understanding of his character, and together make us question the entire nature and 

grounding of our own respective moral judgements both inside and outside (I will argue for 

the latter later) of the theater.  

To reiterate, as discussed in the first chapter, violent or shocking scenes themselves 

are not solely what is of interest in the analysis contained in this dissertation. What is of 

interest is a distinct kind of moral shock that occurs when our own responses to the actions 
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of a specific character or those exhibited during an event explicitly make us reflect upon 

the nature of our own processes of moral judgment, inciting us think about the grounds of 

the decisions that we make about the actions of others in a more reflective and 

conscientious way. The distinction is clearly marked in a character comparison as follows: 

In the case of Piscatella, our moral judgment does not change after we discover that his 

lover was the victim of a heinous act of violence in prison; we still see Piscatella as a 

villain, but we come to understand him as more human, having had his devious and callous 

behavior sparked or motivated by traumatizing experiences in his own life. It is critical to 

note, though, that this understanding does not complicate our perspective or judgment of 

Piscatella’s behavior since he remains villainous in his actions, much like a classic 

antagonist such as the Joker in Batman films or Lucifer in the Bible. Our understanding of 

Piscatella is simply enhanced or deepened due to his categorization as one who may have 

fallen from the “right” moral orientation.17 In other words, our knowledge of Piscatella as a 

character is enriched by such information (the conceptual clarification is still consistent 

with our initial judgment of the character), but it does not change the fact that his treatment 

of the prisoners in this case is still judged to be wrong. In contrast, however, moral shock 

films do not simply try to explain how a villain comes to be so, provide clarification for our 

preconceived notions of how a victim should morally respond to events of provocation, or 

show us how an assailant should or hypothetically would act under certain conditions. 

Instead, our judgment of certain morally-laden actions and our understanding of their 

implications on ourselves as moral agents in a complex world are both changed as a result 

                                                           
17 In fact, one’s fall from grace is an important movie theme with respect to characterizing villains. For 
instance, one need only look at the many different ways in which the Joker’s origin story has been told not 
only in Batman comics but also on film, drastically changing from Tim Burton’s Batman (1989) to 
Christopher Nolan’s version in The Dark Knight (2008).  
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of shocking depictions on screen and the subsequent emotions that we feel. In the case of 

Theo in Der freie Wille, we are not provided with any sort of causal explanation for why he 

is a rapist (it is worth noting that rape itself is not often “explained” in this way in 

mainstream films, just as Piscatella is not a rapist, since to characterize him as such would 

transform him into the purely evil character of Ramsay that transcends our understanding). 

Instead, for the first major part of the film, Theo’s identity as a rapist serves as an 

explanation for the difficulty he has in society in his attempt to reform and adjust to the 

moral (and justified) expectations placed upon him. As previously stated, although rape is 

often if not always considered to be one of the worst or most abhorrent crimes (and 

rightfully so),18 this film places us in a weird sort of position such that we come to 

empathize with Theo as we see him struggling to truly reorient himself morally, thus 

leading us to ask certain questions about the legitimacy or lack of support for recovering 

criminals and even lending an argumentative buttress to the idea that reform is actually 

possible, or that more external support should be provided to such criminals to improve 

rehabilitation rates. However, what blasts us with a moment of utter shock is when Theo 

reverts to his rapist identity at the end of the film. The “shock” here that we experience is 

much more than mere surprise or guttural disgust; although we may feel surprised and 

disgusted, we are transfixed by the complexity of the implications such an action has 

retrospectively on our previous judgement of Theo as a criminal rapist capable of 

functioning as a reformed member of society. Indeed, an observant and well-situated 

                                                           
18 I cannot think of a single case outside of this film where a rapist was ever even partially interpreted as 
justified in film or on TV. Even morally complex characters do not commit rape. This, in fact, reminds me of 
the controversy regarding Dave Chappelle’s recent comedy series on Netflix (2017) where he discusses Bill 
Cosby and the problematic issue of still valuing his ground breaking role in the history of comedy against his 
rape accusations (now conviction), or the problem of The Accused (1988) in the sense of how the rape was 
depicted as somehow less traumatic than it should have been (reference provided for Brinkema’s argument in 
Chapter 2). 
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viewer is especially sickened by this scene, feeling a sense of queasiness at not only what is 

depicted on screen, but at one’s own tendency to perhaps be duped by Theo and to feel that 

this somehow just did not need to happen to such a potentially redeeming character.19 

The complexity of Theo’s moral plight is what is of special interest in these kinds 

of films which sets them apart from more conventional narratives on screen, especially 

those portrayed on television. This is no easy situation to understand in moral theoretical 

terms, nor is it one that is easily relatable to for a viewer. In fact, it may be considered as 

one that precludes any sort of engagement in terms of moral clarification at all. Taking 

such an approach to the representation of a character is a move that can perhaps best be 

referred to as a kind of “complicationism” in contrast to Carroll’s influential idea of 

“clarificationism.”20 In an early foundational piece on the developing quandaries regarding 

the various intersections between art and ethics, Carroll maintains that art can provide 

“knowledge of what such and such is or would be like,” and that this is “the kind of 

knowledge that art excels in providing and that the best ethical critics should look for.”21 

                                                           
19 This is not at all to make light of Theo’s rape of the woman, but only to say that even though we empathize 
with the victim completely, we also, strangely, still empathize with Theo (but not because of the rape that he 
committed; instead, despite it).   
20 Carroll introduces the term “clarificationism” in “Art, narrative, and moral understanding,” Aesthetics and 
Ethics: Essays at the Intersection, ed. Jerrold Levinson (New York: Cambridge, 1998), 142. Here I rely 
mostly in what is said later in Carroll, “Art and Ethical Criticism: An Overview of Recent Directions of 
Research,” Ethics 110, no. 2 (January 2000), 350-387. 
21 Carroll, 366. This debate is incredibly expansive. To review it here would be too much, but what I can say 
is that the debate largely hinges on two factors (or breaks down into two): the autonomism/moralism debate 
about the relevance of moral features within an artwork, and the cognitive/epistemic argument about whether 
or not moral knowledge can be derived from our encounters with artworks. Both, I believe, hinge on 
assumptions about what qualifies as moral or not based on general understandings of right and wrong as 
espoused in theories of normative ethics. There is also, I should add, a line of debate on imaginative 
resistance with respect to coming into or entering into a certain perspective. Let me say here that the closest 
line from the autonomism debate that gets into negativity and expanding minds is by Daniel Jacobson (See 
Jacobson “Ethical Criticism and the Vice of Moderation,” Contemporary Debates in Aesthetics and the 
Philosophy of Art, ed. Matthew Kieran (New York: Blackwell, 2005), 342-355), and Tamar Gendler’s idea 
that we just cannot enter into some perspectives (See Tamar Szabó Gendler, “The puzzle of imaginative 
resistance,” Journal of Philosophy 97, no. 2 (2000): 55-81)…needless to say, I do in fact believe these 
debates to be somewhat exhausted in the literature, which is why I take the approach that I do, which is to 
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According to Carroll, this type of knowledge is especially crucial for cultivating moral 

reasoning capacities, describing its value as such in the following way with reference to 

depictions of slavery in Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the perspective of the murderer deployed 

in Crime and Punishment: 

In entertaining alternative courses of action, there is a place for the imagination. To 
take an extremely dramatic example, if one is contemplating murder, one should, 
among other things, reflect on what it would be like to live as a murderer. Reading a 
novel such as Crime and Punishment can give one an inkling of this. It engages the 
imagination and the emotions in a way that yields a feeling for what being a killer is 
like that one can consult in one’s imaginative reflections on this alternative line of 
action. Furthermore, this kind of information is not only relevant to deliberating on 
how one should act; it is also pertinent to making judgments about others. Having a 
sense of what slavery is like contributes to the indignation that we feel toward 
surviving instances of it in the world today.22  

I interpret Carroll’s view of the morally illuminating properties of art as an extension and 

refinement of earlier work on the value of literature as a means of providing moral 

knowledge by Martha Nussbaum and Iris Murdoch.23 What this view implies, therefore, is 

that the kind of moral knowledge that we obtain from engaging with narrative art 

(specifically with literature and film) essentially clarifies the application of general moral 

principles or knowledge that we already have. For instance, in the case of Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, our fundamental understanding of slavery as a moral wrong is not challenged by 

what we read. Instead, it is clarified as morally sound and solidified as an important part of 

our moral sensibilities. In this sense, art functions in the realm of normative ethical 

                                                           
step back a bit and question whether “understanding” or “knowledge” are in fact the right words to use. I 
believe that they assume too much, insofar as sometimes we are just left confused, which itself may be a goal 
of art. This is of course a line that could be extended much farther to other domains, but that will be discussed 
in a subsequent chapter. I include this footnote here just to explain the absence of a more comprehensive 
literature review in this respect since I think it is better to focus on the content, here the films, rather than the 
arguments about them.  
22 Carroll, 362-3. 
23 See Martha C. Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1990) and the earlier Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (New York: Routledge, 1970).  
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clarification; we already have the appropriate mechanisms of judgment in place, and the 

illustrative cases we encounter simply allow us to better understand their significance and 

how to effectively apply them.  

 Carroll’s view, though, is not meant to be interpreted as defending narrative art as 

the mere illustration of beliefs in application. He maintains that narrative art “can 

contribute to the enlargement of our capacity for moral understanding,”24 but 

“enlargement” here just seems to mean a broader range of cases that are generally 

understood as right or wrong. While I certainly may agree with Carroll and others in a 

general sense given that certain works of narrative art do have the capacity to do expand 

our minds in this way, there is a subtler sense in which our accounts of what constitutes 

“moral understanding” may differ. According to cases where art may appear to subvert our 

moral understanding or expectations, Carroll claims that, yes, “Sometimes artworks do 

introduce innovative moral perspectives or reorient moral emotions or understandings in 

unexpected ways.” The critical caveat is in what follows (emphasis mine): “This often 

occurs by showing that our moral convictions apply more broadly than reigning prototypes 

suggest or by bringing our attention to hitherto ignored, but morally significant variables. 

But this is just a special case of the cultivation of our moral powers, the enlargement of our 

imaginative, perceptive, reflective capacities for moral judgment.”25 This claim is crucial, 

for it may appear as though both Carroll’s perspective and my own interpretation of Der 

freie Wille above as a moral shock film may be somewhat consistent. In other words, it 

could be argued that what I am referring to as moral shock might simply just be a case of 

                                                           
24 Carroll, 368. 
25 Carroll, 369. 



93 
 

 
 

enlarging the net with which we apply our moral categories in the act of making 

judgements. In the case of Theo, then, we simply include him, a rapist, in our conceptual 

repertoire as a capable moral agent in recovery instead of as a monster or one only capable 

of extreme moral evil, such as Ramsay; alternatively, we could also classify Theo as a 

deeply morally-flawed character who is capable of some measure of guilt but not an 

amount sufficient for reform. In other words, we as viewers may for the first time be able 

to come to understand at least partially what it is like to be in Theo’s shoes as a rapist and 

broaden our understanding of the perspective of one trying to rehabilitate oneself; a similar 

argument could also be made for the case of Alex in A Clockwork Orange.26   

 This, I believe, is to jump one step forward in the equation. First, to say that we can 

come to understand what it is like to be a rapist just seems intuitively wrong in its blatant 

oversimplification of the complex reactions that we have to such films and the cruelty of 

such an act itself as surpassing that of even murder in its moral depravity. Our engagement 

with narrative art is not always an either/or: either we completely come to understand a 

certain perspective, or we cannot imaginatively come to, the work in question fails, and we 

learn nothing. Learning assumes that we have already gone through the process of 

acquisition in some form, which involves not only a certain openness to what is presented, 

but also to a possible change of beliefs. Sometimes, though, the literature seems to suggest 

that some sort of expansion is all that is required to make sense of the new information, and 

then we are somehow able to move forward. In contrast, I argue that such an expansion is 

                                                           
26 Although A Clockwork Orange (Kubrick, 1971) does follow a similar pattern insofar as Alex participated 
in a rape earlier in the film and is later “rehabilitated,” this case is different since Alex’s involvement in the 
rape overly stylized to make it appear less damaging and thus easier to observe. In effect, Alex also becomes 
a victim of circumstances, with rehabilitation being the focus rather than any transformations in our moral 
judgment capacities.  
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not possible in certain cases without more cognitive work that is somehow separate from 

engaging with the work itself, and that in such cases, genuine engagement with the work 

also involves more extreme destabilizing of the viewer’s moral perspective as well. My 

point, then, is that we do not always come out understanding morality better than we did 

when we may have gone into a film, and to call such cases instances of clarificationism at 

play seems to truly distort what is going on when we watch these films from the 

perspective of a morally informed agent. In fact, sometimes we are morally disoriented 

about things that we thought that we may have had a solid grasp on and which remain 

unresolved within the confines of the film. It is in explaining this type of phenomenon, I 

believe, that models such as Carroll’s go wrong. There is a grey area in which the content 

of certain films cannot simply be explained away, or even fully explained, and to do so 

would not only be committing an injustice to the artistic integrity and potential moral value 

of the work itself, but also to our own complex natures as viewers. In other words, 

complexity as a value in itself is at risk of being lost here (as was also the issue with 

Livingston’s interpretation of Dreyer’s film in Chapter 3).27 

 Watching the plight of Theo in Der freie Wille does not make us understand what it 

is like to be a rapist in rehabilitation, at least not to me; in other words, this is not how I 

would cash out the value of watching the film if I were pushed to explain it in the terms of 

the available conceptual schema. Nor would it do justice to the film to say that its intent (or 

at least its interpreted intent) is to broaden our perspective on the “how” and “what it is 

like” of being a convicted rapist. Theo is a very carefully constructed character who, for the 

most part, effectively unsettles us upon a superficial viewing. In some ways, his appearance 

                                                           
27 The aesthetic value of complexity will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.  
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on screen in its sheer physicality can be matched to that of Anton Chigurh in the Coen 

brothers’ No Country for Old Men (2007). Both exude awkwardness in their mannerisms 

and a certain stiffness in their movements, like they are constantly pretending to fit into a 

world that is not theirs nor one that they want to be a part of; both also display a somewhat 

lacking penchant for wardrobe choices and hair styles that smacks of functionality over 

form, a physical manifestation of the alienation that their own actions cause (or have 

caused) them to experience in everyday interactions. Both Chigurh and Theo exhibit 

ignorance regarding the implications of their awkward outward appearances that draws 

some sympathy from viewers but yet still elicits feelings of perturbance if we imagine 

ourselves actually encountering them in our own lives. As Carla Jean Moss says to Chigurh 

after he asks her to toss a coin for her life, “I knowed you was crazy when I saw you sittin’ 

there. I knowed exactly what was in store for me.” The difference here, though, is that 

Chigurh is pure evil. There is no indication that he is anything other than the acts that he is 

committing in the service of some unknown contract. There is no conflict of personality; 

there is no indication of an inner thought structure that could add some depth to the man. 

He is so extremely committed to the task of killing and finding the missing money that he 

does not even recognize a bone bulging out of his broken arm after an attack and has to rely 

on the testimony of a child to realize what has happened. We feel no pity for him, and in 

this sense, he is like Ramsay to us. Nothing questions his classification as evil, and it is 

what we do not know that solidifies our judgment, further supporting the overall moral 

narrative of the film.   
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 There is an interesting quote from the beginning of No Country for Old Men28 when 

Sherriff Ed Tom Bell says, “The crime you see now, it’s hard to even take its measure. It’s 

not that I’m afraid of it. I always knew you had to be willing to die to even do this job. But 

I don’t want to push my chips forward and go out...and meet something I don’t understand. 

A man would have to put his soul at hazard. He’d have to say, “OK. I’ll be part of this 

world.” This quotation is significant not only in reference to the nature of the story from an 

interpretive perspective, but also from a meta-perspective on what it hints at regarding 

depictions of moral content in film. Certainly, Chigurh himself as an archetype of evil is 

difficult to understand, even defying our understanding. But this itself sets him clearly in 

the category of evil, a category that we do not want to understand.29 Theo, in contrast, 

provokes a different sort of response with respect to the complexity of his actions. While 

Chigurh is clearly cast as the complete antithesis of anything human or capable of the 

potential for goodness, Theo, as capable of a crime even more atrocious than that of a 

contract killer, does depict aspects of moral capability that make it clear that moral 

goodness and evil are not decisively demarcated such that one must fall into one or the 

other of the categories. There is indeed a grey area that is more troublesome to consider. In 

fact, Llewelyn Moss, the protagonist of No Country for Old Men who initially steals the 

money, thus causing Chigurh’s rampage, is more human in a way that we can relate to and 

could be considered as someone who occupies this grey area given his misdeeds. In 

contrast, though, Theo transcends our understanding as a moral agent in being capable of 

rape, something far more difficult to make sense of than stealing a briefcase full of money. 

                                                           
28 It may be worth noting that No Country for Old Men is based on the novel by Cormac McCarthy (2005).  
29 On the reprehensible and incomprehensible nature of moral evil, see Andrew Michael Flescher, Moral Evil 
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2013). 
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Perhaps the more deplorable the crime, the more difficult it is to understand the agent on 

moral terms. There is no moral theory available to explain how someone like Theo should 

be judged, whereas the actions laid out in No Country for Old Men seem to be quite clearly 

in the decisively moral/immoral normative philosophical lens. At the end of such a film, we 

come out having perhaps clarified our understanding that there are individuals that can be 

referred to as “evil,” as exemplified by Chigurh, and that it may be best not to involve 

oneself with such potential in any way, as harmless as such misdeeds may initially 

appear.30 In contrast, Der freie Wille leaves us feeling confused about whether or not 

“pure” evil is an effective category to cast anyone in; a part of us wants to answer 

affirmatively after seeing Theo’s outcome, but his earlier intentions to defy such 

categorization leave us feeling as though something is wrong with such a label. In other 

words, nothing has been clarified here. Instead, we have simply been provoked into more 

moralizing confusion and may likely hesitate the next time we are inclined to cast judgment 

on rapists as evil. Perhaps we may still believe them to be evil in some way, but such 

judgment certainly would not be as definitive as it may have been before watching the film.   

 The contrast between these two films serves well here in highlighting the difference 

between a film that is morally shocking in the relevant sense and one that depicts moral 

depravity in a way that may be consistent with our intuitions and judgements regarding 

how to categorize the moral acts of others. In contrast to the first chapter, the focus here is 

more on the moral significance of such violence rather than strictly on the violence itself. 

In any event, what does make the contrast between these two characters especially 

                                                           
30 A parallel here can be drawn with the progression of the television series Breaking Bad (AMC), as Walter 
White, a high-school science teacher, starts out thinking that he can build a meth lab to make money for his 
cancer treatments, but ends up becoming involved in a vast network of debased criminal activity.  
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interesting for these purposes is the Sheriff’s own use of “not understanding” when 

referring to the evil demonstrated by a villain such as Chigurh. Indeed, as mentioned 

above, moral evil is often a label cast on those actions of the most detestable nature, but the 

category carries with it some conceptual baggage with respect to determining how such 

acts can be committed by otherwise “moral” agents and how these individuals should be 

judged. But by presenting them in this way in the realm of cinema, they are cast out of our 

minds as beyond our duty to understand. Some things are just evil. That’s it. And for that 

reason, they do not need to be shown because we do not want to place ourselves in such 

circumstances to even have to acknowledge that they could exist, as is what is essentially 

stated by the Sherriff. But in the case of Theo, such a character cannot leave our minds in 

quite the same way. He cannot be cast out like Chigurh and labeled so simply as “evil” 

because too much of the character and his actions have been seen, actions that move us 

beyond the boundary of moral depravity and into the greyness of conceptual discovery.31  

 Ultimately, it is not just the characters but the specific scenes themselves that are 

weighted with morally conflicting content that make us question the nature of our 

judgments regarding the categorization of not only acts themselves but the individuals who 

commit those acts as well, but as distinct from the acts committed; in other words, the 

inclusion of certain content prevents a definitive moral judgment from being easily made. 

Such content not only draws our attention to the results of our own sometimes hasty 

processes of judgment, but it also makes the process itself more transparent. Moral 

judgment is not always a matter of discerning what we ourselves should do in hypothetical 

                                                           
31 A connection can be made here with the way in which the mainstream media represents mass murderers, 
especially those in the U.S. as of late, by referring to their acts as evil and oftentimes refusing to even 
acknowledge their identity.  
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circumstances, but is also derived, reinforced, practiced, and honed, in a large part, based 

on our observances of others in similar circumstances, which is what I interpret Carroll as 

referring to with his theory of clarificationism. It is no question that art, especially narrative 

art and here specifically cinematic representations on film, affords us the opportunity to at 

least become exposed to and acquainted with the particular moral circumstances of others. 

And, of course, it is no question that our moral acuity is refined in response to our 

experiences with others as well, both in conversation about our own rights and wrongs and 

in applying such knowledge to practice in our own lives. Practicing moral judgment, 

therefore, is an essential part of living what constitutes a normal human life. Our 

engagement with film is essential to a lot of both how we see our own beliefs in practice, 

but also, as I am arguing, how we may come to drastically change those beliefs due to the 

exposure we may have to situations that many of us would quite likely never encounter in 

real life (or at least hope not to). In the case of such representations on film, we may need 

to be a little more open or at least more flexible with respect to what it is that we are being 

exposed to if we have the intent to learn. Otherwise, the morally educative properties of the 

works in question may be wasted in the end.  

 

Moral Shock in the “Mainstream” 

 Readers may have observed that this dissertation moves between film eras and 

genres in a way that may be confusing for those who are not only accustomed to film being 

discussed as a kind of backdrop to theory (in the case of many contemporary works in the 
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philosophy of film),32 but also in the sense that certain films generally considered to be 

exemplars of film as philosophy, such as The Matrix franchise (1999–2003) or Memento 

(2000), have been left out of consideration here. These trends are changing, largely since 

our understanding of the “mainstream” has been significantly transformed with the advent 

of increased accessibility to films via the internet and the extended production budgets of 

cable television series. We are now in a very interesting period of time in both philosophy 

and film studies insofar as the “mainstream” is consistently being challenged on many 

fronts, as is the established academic canon.33 My intentions here are still to focus on what 

people do tend to watch, and more specifically, on the films that many people actually do 

choose to go and see without being required to for, say, some sort of academic course. 

Many times, academic works are written on films that we have either watched to too much, 

or have never bothered to watch because they are either conceptually so avant-garde that 

they are inaccessible, or because they have been written about so often that we may not be 

able to see them with theoretically uncontaminated eyes. Examples of films that may have 

been over-conceptualized in the literature include those, for instance, by Abbas 

Kiarostami.34 I fear that I may be somewhat guilty of choosing several films outside of 

broader mainstream interests since at least some of the films that I have selected could be 

                                                           
32 Consider, for instance, a work such as Livingston’s Cinema, Philosophy, Bergman. The first half of the 
book is essentially committed to deeper theoretical issues in the philosophy of film, and Bergman’s films 
enter into the discussion only after Livingston’s theory has been fleshed out in full form. In a similar vein, 
consider Berys Gaut’s A Philosophy of Cinematic Art (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), a 
dense undertaking in various deep and troubling issues in the philosophy of film but one in which limited 
examples are again discussed in abstract support rather than in concrete focus. Contrast such approaches with 
Wheatley’s analysis of Haneke, in which each chapter is devoted to the detailed analysis of a specific film 
(some of which have received very minimal attention in film scholarship) upon which theory is then 
constructed. This is not to discredit the value of the former approaches, but instead to say that sometimes the 
films themselves are not in full focus.  
33 For instance, see the chapter on “Camp and Paracinema,” eds. Ernest Mathijs and Jamie Sexton, Cult 
Cinema: An Introduction (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011). 
34 For instance, extended attention to Kiarostami’s A Taste of Cherry (1997) was perhaps initiated by Laura 
Mulvey’s influential, “Kiarostami's Uncertainty Principle,” Sight and Sound 8, no. 6 (1998): 24-27. 
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considered as a part of the avant-garde (e.g., Twentynine Palms), but in this section, I have 

selected films from the new “mainstream” that I think have garnered broader interest in 

recent times than what might have been possible in previous times. My intent is also to 

show that it is the films themselves that lead to the formulation of certain theoretical 

conclusions, not due to their prioritization in any canon, and not because I am erroneously 

transposing thick theoretical interpretations onto the films. These films are in fact watched 

and similarly responded to by many and not only a few.  

In this section, I will describe how the theme of moral shock and confusion 

manifests itself in Elle (2016), a French film directed by Paul Verhoeven, whose other 

mainstream works include Robocop (1987), Basic Instinct (1992), and the Dutch critical 

success Black Book (2006); Isabelle Huppert also earned an Academy Award nomination 

for her depiction of Michèle in Elle in 2017. At the very start of the film, Michèle Leblanc, 

a video game executive, is raped by an intruder in her home. A significant part of the attack 

is shown with Michèle in focus as responding to the abrupt and unexpected entry into her 

house, continuing through the duration of the violent struggle as Michèle tries to fight off 

the intruder, and then honing in on Michèle’s emotional arrest and defeat during the rape 

itself, a representation more graphic in its realism than what would generally be considered 

as tolerable within other mainstream films.35 After the assault, Michèle attempts to go on 

with her life while hiding the rape, the motivation of which is perhaps partially explained 

by her implication in the acts of her murderous father as a child and the negative press that 

was cast upon her after he was apprehended. Michèle eventually (albeit abruptly) reveals 

                                                           
35 This, the most significant part of the film, occurs right at the beginning, and when Michelle’s cat is shown 
in an almost arrested state watching the rape, we are incited to interpret this as a sort of symbol of our own 
spectatorship.   
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the assault at a dinner with friends, who are aghast at her nonchalance, and then finds out, 

after a second attempted rape, that the assailant is her married neighbor, Patrick, for whom 

she had previously had some affection. Then, in a perplexing series of events, we see 

Michèle begin an affair with Patrick that culminates in repeated violent sexual encounters 

that border on rape, but yet to which she appears to “consent.” Finally, at the end of the 

film, Michèle and Patrick are once again engaged in the disturbing role play of sexual 

assault when her son enters the room, interprets what he sees as a rape, and then suddenly 

kills Patrick by hitting him on the back of the head. Prior to falling to his death, Patrick 

mouths the word, “Why?” to Michèle, who appears to be content with his murder; as a 

result, one can conclude that the murder may have been premeditated on her part.  

 Our moral shock is conditioned by the assault that we witness at the beginning; 

later, we are surprised when Michèle discovers that Patrick is her assailant by pulling off 

his mask, but we are morally outraged when she seduces him into some sort of wicked 

affair. Perhaps our gut instinct upon learning the identity of the assailant is to be surprised 

that it is indeed Patrick, a form of shock that is still consistent with our moral judgment of 

the assailant and the victim as each occupying their own decisive roles in the moral 

equation. However, our moral sensibilities are shocked and destabilized when Michèle 

participates in an apparently consensual relationship with Patrick. We know, based on our 

observations of prior scenes, that Michèle has been significantly traumatized by the event; 

this is not just an inference, as scenes in the film focus on her distraction at work while 

recalling the event and her obsession with casting certain employees as potential suspects, 

and on how she mechanically goes through the motions of her life with a certain sense of 

caution and defensiveness that she may not have exhibited before. Her rationale for not 
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consulting with the police makes sense to us given her past, and the suspicion she 

immediately casts on the one employee who generates the most violent representations 

involving women in the games she develops also makes sense. Michèle’s career as a game 

developer is of course no accident. The emotional compartmentalization that Michèle 

seems capable of in conjunction with her role as the protagonist in her own game of life are 

indeed the two things that can possibly explains her actions toward Patrick while also 

placing them in a category beyond “normalization.” Essentially, she plays Patrick as 

though he is a villain in a role-playing game (RPG) and seems to deal with the trauma by 

taking on the role of the morally ambiguous leading character who will “win” at any cost.   

 Interestingly, Michèle is not what we might call a “likeable” character, but sharing 

in her trauma does elicit our empathy and understanding. I believe that we are not meant to 

fully understand what Michèle is doing (as is the case with victims in other films as well), 

nor why she acts the way that she does given the advent of trauma as an antecedent to 

moral disorientation in one’s life. Personal trauma can be experienced in a myriad of ways, 

including as a recollection of an event or period in a traumatic past, as an occurrent 

experience in the present time, and even as an intricate combination of both. As a result, 

Michèle is an exceedingly complex yet engrossing protagonist due to the way in which she 

deals with the traumatic experiences in her life. This narrative trajectory begins with what 

is mentioned in fragments about her relationship with her father; while she was implicated 

as a kind of accomplice by the media, it was clear that she was only a child suffering from 

the abusively calculating power of her father. Michèle is cold, authoritative, and austere; 

she is also manipulative and cunning in her use of the men around her (including her best 

friend’s husband, with whom she is having an affair). Still, the violent act that we witness 
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makes us empathize with her as a victim, or as another human, and also draws our attention 

to the complex nature of the relationship between her and Patrick. The scenes are rife with 

violent opaqueness; as viewers, we are left in a state of suspended anxiety, not knowing 

what sort of judgments, if any, to make about either one of the “players” involved in this 

game. We know that Patrick is a rapist, but we do not know why Michèle is acting in the 

way that she is (in the sense of appearing to “consent” to his advances), nor do we morally 

transpose ideas of how she should act as a kind of judgment. Instead, we feel a sense of 

unease, distress, and moral shock in the scenes with Michèle and Patrick. The simple fact is 

that we do not know what is appropriate in these circumstances given the complicated 

fabric of the situation, and our oversimplified moral categories are therefore disintegrated 

into oblivion, with discomfort rising to the surface as a result.  

 To further clarify what I mean by the feelings involved in our reaction to such 

morally shocking content, perhaps a comparison with a similar sort of moment that occurs 

when watching a horror film might be useful, especially since the term “shock” is being 

used here and a reader may consider it to be somewhat similar to our experiences of 

watching a horror film as a result. Consider the typical horror scenario where a mysterious 

noise is made, and a protagonist, usually a younger and seemingly “helpless” woman or 

teenager (sometimes even a child), goes out to investigate into the unknown. This classic 

scenario is exemplified in the recently remade horror classic It (2017) based on the novel 

by Stephen King.36 The film starts with the scene in which Georgie, a young child of 

approximately three or four, takes a paper sailboat that his older brother makes for him out 

                                                           
36 Here I make reference to the remade version, not the original (1990), although both of course share some of 
the same essential elements.  
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into the rain to watch it soar down the side of the gutter in the street. At one point, the boat 

carries off faster into the pouring rain and eventually falls into a sewer drain with a small 

rectangular opening that Georgie can see and reach into. Georgie looks down into the drain 

and is suddenly met with the image of Pennywise the Clown, who teases and toys with the 

boy in an effort to get him to reach into the sewer drain for his boat. Ultimately, Georgie is 

persuaded by the apparently innocent and inviting face and musings of the clown and 

slowly reaches into the sewer to grab his boat. The feeling that we have as he reaches into 

the unknown is one of unease, and the phrase that pops into our minds almost immediately 

would be, “Don’t do it!” especially given what knowledge we may already have come to 

the theater with regarding horror film conventions. Then, out of the shadows, Pennywise’s 

face gleams horrifically in its terrifying transformation into a demonic clown, and 

Georgie’s arm is ripped to shreds as a pool of blood seeps into the street. We are of course 

sickened, shocked, and ultimately horrified by what we see here, which would be the 

ultimate aim of any horror movie. 

 Things are different, though, when we consider the experience that we have with 

respect to content that may induce us to experience moral shock. Consider the suspense we 

feel watching Michèle enter her home on several occasions after the initial assault at the 

start of the film. We certainly feel suspense and a kind of “Don’t do it!” reaction when she 

is suspicious about various noises that she hears and is suddenly in the throes of a home 

invasion. We also feel disturbed and uneasy when she calls Patrick when she gets into the 

car accident after attempting to visit her father in prison. But, perhaps in a more general 

sense, we are perplexed about her reactions to the assault after she is victimized, and 

especially so when she discovers that her assailant is Patrick and yet continues to establish 
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a relationship with him. It is indeed quite difficult to explain what it is that we feel while 

watching these scenes, arrested by shock as we witness the development of their violent 

affair. We are in fact suspended in a kind of state of disorientation. Our stomach cringes in 

humiliation and mortification for Michèle, but we also recoil in anger and confusion. What 

we are presented with is the superficial image of what appears to be a desperate woman, 

once interested in the younger and indeed quite attractive Patrick and who may be seducing 

him based on the clear (too clear) indications of his “interest” in her, but we are also aware 

that she is now playing a very odd sort of game with the man, one in which we can only 

hope he will eventually be exposed for who he truly is. 

 Our moral cognition scrambles to make sense of her actions from the perspective of 

someone who has been traumatized as a seriously harmed victim (in contrast, we are not so 

morally scrambled when we witness Georgie reaching into the sewer). She does in fact tell 

Patrick on the way home from an event at the end of the film that she would like to call the 

police, baiting him into the house only for him to be murdered by her son Vincent. But 

even Patrick seems confused when he mouths the word “Why?” before falling to his death. 

In fact, that very word seems to effectively represent how the spectator is feeling at that 

point in time in the narrative. At this point, there is the semblance of a resolution insofar as 

we feel as though the assailant did in fact get his due. However, we are perplexed about the 

appropriateness or fittingness of what Michèle has in fact done. Indeed, Michèle’s strong 

aura of resistance, strength, and dishonesty makes her an unusual character who is always 

almost one step removed from eliciting our full capacity for empathy, similar to Theo, a 

position which is even further solidified and complicated by the fact that she does not talk 
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about her “role” in what her father had done. Michèle, then, is a character who is quite 

simply somewhat of an enigma, both to her friends and to us as viewers as well. 

 This, I believe, is a salient point. Elle is a visual sketching of a woman in power, 

but also a woman who has dealt with trauma for a significant part of her youth and adult 

life. It is the sketching of what I would like to say is a real woman in real situations. It 

seems that with the advent of trauma, moral judgment and decision making in effect kind 

of get thrown out the window or complicated in ways which cannot be understood inside a 

moral vacuum or controlled context. During such periods of time, one’s life is held in a 

kind of moral suspension, and while it may be easy for us as spectators to transpose our 

simplified moral judgments upon others in such circumstances, it is often very difficult to 

comprehend what the fabric of such decision making might be comprised of in the situation 

itself. And it is this that such films highlight in their full gravity and which cannot simply 

be chalked up to a “clarification” of what traumatizing circumstances are really like for 

moral agents in a complex world. While it may be true that many films in history could be 

said to at least illustrate certain moral principles in action, sometimes such illustration leads 

to a rejection of the simplified application of such principles. For instance, principles such 

as “report the rapist” simply become twisted and distorted due to the cognitive difficulty of 

processing the trauma in relation to one’s own position in the world. In watching Elle, we 

have not achieved any clarity about anything. Instead, such films are complicating the 

process of making moral decisions in exceedingly difficult circumstances and showing or 

demonstrating to us that simple black-and-white principles or cut-and-dried thought 
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experiments are not exactly the best means by which to cash out what we are looking at 

when we consider the cognitive and morally educative contributions of such films.37 

 But why show the rape? Is it necessary to depict this violent act in its entirety on 

screen? I argue that it very much is, and this is a critical part of this project. As suggested 

in the first chapter, the violence depicted in these films is usually bifurcated, such that there 

is not quite the same culmination in violent events as there may be in other narrative 

structures. There are essentially two reasons why the content in these films is significant 

and markedly different from that portrayed in other “violent” cinematic works. First, the 

shocking content is presented in different parts of the film, and each instance depicts a 

violent situation that is in some sense confusing for the viewer. The violent content is not a 

culmination of the narrative nor is it presented in a way that one could say would be fluid 

in relation to the development of the storyline. For this reason, it shocks the senses in being 

unexpected but also disconnected from the plot development, even more so than the sense 

of the “unexpected” in horror scenes (events which are significantly foreshadowed with the 

use of stock music and foreboding cinematography). Second, it is important that the violent 

scene itself is not theatrically or cinematically mediated in any overtly moralizing way; 

what this means is that a rape scene ought to be shown in a way that horrifies and truly 

depicts both the duration and significance of the event without mediating or stylizing it in a 

                                                           
37 Deborah Knight provides an account of how film’s philosophical insights cannot be construed in terms of 
thought experiments in “The Third Man: Ethics, Aesthetics, Irony,” Ethics in the Cinema, eds. Ward Jones 
and Samantha Vice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 288-90. Noël Carroll has argued against this 
contrast based on Knight’s understanding (or misunderstanding) of thought experiments in “Movie-Made 
Philosophy,” Film as Philosophy, ed. Bernd Herzogenrath (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 
2017), 280-3. 
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way to evoke a perspective other than that of a non-complicit and accidental observer of 

actual events.38 

So while these two factors circumscribe the content of what motivates sentiments of 

moral shock in the spectator, the spectator’s reaction can be said to be defined by the fact 

that what is experienced during the cinematic event is both cognitively and emotionally 

based, and as such very relevant to moral thought development, but in a peculiar way: in 

such cases, as mentioned above, an ideally-situated spectator would be one who satisfies 

the following: (1) first, the spectator must be open-minded enough to anticipate what it is 

that is about to be watched in the sense that it could be “shocking” to one’s moral 

sensibilities, even more so than what would be expected in a horror film; (2) the spectator 

must, in this case, be willing to not just watch but endure what is portrayed on screen, to be 

open to what is presented as not solely part of a narrative constructed to entertain or clarify 

one’s preconceived notions of right and wrong, but to truly witness, to truly see what is 

about to transpire through a sense of closeness that does not establish a distorting degree of 

separation from real events in the way that other more conventional films may.39 Instead, 

such films situate the spectator not entirely within but in front of the events as a kind of 

witness, activating emotional and cognitive faculties that help one grapple with the content 

in a desperate attempt to make sense of what is being presented;40 (3) the spectator must 

                                                           
38 Straw Dogs (1971), The Accused (1988), and Irréversible (2002) are three very different representations of 
rape on screen, with Irréversible arguably being the most ethical depiction and yet (or perhaps because it is) 
the most difficult to watch.  
39 Inquiries into ontological issues regarding film’s status as an artistic medium along with its representational 
capabilities to manipulate our perception of reality in sophisticated ways have long been debated by film 
scholars and philosophers of film and thus need no extensive recapitulation here.  
40 The idea of being a kind of witness while observing a film may bring to mind materials such as CCTV 
footage or snuff films; Facebook Live now allows users to film crimes as they happen, thus implicating 
viewers as witnesses of real events. Observers are not complicit in any way unless what is being show is in 
fact happening at that time and/or it is within their power to do something to either stop it or mitigate against 



110 
 

 
 

ultimately be destabilized with respect to (a) either (i) a previously held moral judgment 

about the rightness or wrongness of particular actions in certain circumstances or (ii) the 

appropriateness of how one should act in response to certain morally-laden or “wrong” 

circumstances, and (b) how such circumstances should generally be theorized about, 

classified, categorized, or generally dealt with as a result. To truly experience a reaction of 

this sort to the content presented, one need not come out of the cinema feeling as though 

some sort of moral clarity has been obtained. In fact, if that is the result, the film itself may 

not be in the moral shock genre. Instead, one should just be confused but still content with 

this state of mind as being based on a kind of merit of the work rather than a flaw.41 

 Another film that brilliantly demonstrates the potential for this type of reaction to 

similar representations of violence is À ma sœur, which was discussed in Chapter 2. Again, 

the younger of the two sisters, Anaïs, intently observes her older sister’s budding sexuality 

throughout the course of the film, and even witnesses the attempted rape by Elena’s 

boyfriend while Anaïs is sleeping in the same room. Anaïs is never the subject of desire of 

other men, and always takes a back seat to her older and more attractive sister. Her 

cognitive framework, then, is one solidly couched in envy (or at least is represented as 

such). The horrific and shocking turn of events at the end of the film, when, literally out of 

nowhere, the two young girls and their mother are attacked by an axe-wielding trucker 

through the glass of their front windshield, is so abrupt that no viewer could see it coming. 

However, it is the scene in which Anaïs is raped in the woods that is embroiled to the core 

with complexity. Anaïs seems almost compliant with the actions of the assailant, and the 

                                                           
it. This, however, is not an issue with respect to the content of moral shock films since it is assumed that such 
representations in this genre are of a fictional nature.    
41 The issue of attributing aesthetic merit or value to the works in question will be discussed in Chapter 7.  
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assailant does not kill her after she looks him in the eye and says, “You can’t hurt me,” an 

extremely unusual thing to say in such circumstances. When the police arrive at the end 

and ultimately save Anaïs, she responds by saying nothing. When asked, “Were you 

assaulted?” she simply remains frozen in a stoic-like stare. Why wouldn’t she say yes? It 

baffles the mind.  

 All of this happens in what seems like a short but simultaneously insufferably long 

and enduring scene. This might be considered the material of a police report, best left 

sketched out on paper instead of shown in its graphic entirety. But what is important is the 

idea that seeing it somehow lifts the pretense to overly moralize about the situation and 

transpose our beliefs about what should and should not have been done, or how certain 

people should have acted (condition (ii) in the above), a result of being drawn to witness 

the experience as a non-complicit observer. What conventional film has therefore done, it 

seems, is overtly moralized every frame that we see in a way that is controlled by a 

particular perspective, or as Berys Gaut would say, the “manifested author.”42 I believe in 

this sense that Gaut is correct, or that his model is especially applicable to narrative film, 

but not quite in the way that he may have intended for this idea to be used. There is always 

a manifest perspective on the events depicted in many films, such that they may read as a 

kind of witness report in certain senses, just as there is a narrator in novels; there is an 

“auteur” here who controls what we see and how we see it, but unfortunately, when we see 

too little, it becomes ever the easier to sleep at night without the trauma of having our 

engagement with film as intended to be an entertaining slice of time abruptly ruined. In 

contrast, moral shock films attempt to show us reality as it is, which affects our processes 

                                                           
42 See Berys Gaut, Art, Emotion and Ethics, 80.  
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of moral judgment in important ways. In such cases, our simplified and almost child-like or 

naïve sense of what is morally or immorally appropriate, or indeed, what may perhaps 

transcend moral understanding in some cases, is transformed and brought into full view. 

Here I am reminded of a line in the recently released television show Mindhunter (Netflix, 

2017) which explores the circumstances of the FBI’s installation of the Behavioral Science 

Unit in the 1970s after the increase in number of serial killers (then not even a term of use) 

in the United States. At one point, one of the agents argues that talking to the actual killers 

about the crimes and hearing about the graphic details from their perspectives is difficult 

but useful insofar as it is “more than a fucking police report…” It is valuable for what it 

reveals, but all the more traumatizing as a result.  

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I expanded upon the categorization of violent films introduced in the 

first chapter by discussing various films and television series that deal with issues 

regarding sexual violence, lending further support to the need for a new genre to be defined 

in terms of how such content may be presented in especially graphic yet morally sensitive 

ways. Although I do not want to go as far as to say that a moral shock film necessarily 

needs to present sexual violence in order to be categorized as such, depictions of the 

serious trauma such violence involves can be especially effective for inciting reactions of 

the relevant kind in spectators; in contrast, two films that rely on explicit depictions of non-

sexual violence but which can still be included in this category are Seul contre tous (1998) 

by Gaspar Noé and Michael Haneke’s Caché (2005). Nevertheless, the number of films 

that depict sexual violence in the moral shock genre seems to significantly outnumber those 
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that do not. The focus of this chapter has not been on demonstrating the necessity of 

defining the genre, as was the task in Chapter 2, but instead on showing more clearly how 

viewing such films leads to experiences that complicate rather than clarify our processes of 

moral judgment making. In the next chapter, I will discuss in more detail the nature of 

moral judgment from a philosophical perspective to further illuminate the cognitive 

structure and emotional foundation of this reaction.  
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CHAPTER 5 

MORAL REASONING AND MORAL SHOCK 

 

Introduction 

 In review, moral shock refers to a response to a specific kind of content present in 

films. It is not a subjective response peculiar to a certain set of viewers with some sort of 

special capability. Instead, it is a response that any agent interested in moral issues as 

presented on film could have if they are open to watching graphic depictions of violence on 

screen without feeling the burden of having to “enjoy” them in some way. Portrayals of 

violent content in cinema are expansive in type and extensive in duration and significance, 

as has been shown in the previous chapter as well as in Chapter 2, and the medium of 

television has become increasingly more violent as it has approached the thematic realm of 

(what was before strictly) cinematic content in recent years with series developed 

especially by Netflix, HBO, and FX, along the general increase in online streaming and 

“binge watching.”1 However, not all cases of depicting violence on film are cinematic 

representations of the kind capable of eliciting moral shock. First, with respect to the 

content, what is presented must be a serious violation in the sense of being almost 

unwatchable, but again, as mentioned in Chapters 2 and 4, the event or events are generally 

bifurcated into the division of more than one representation throughout the course of a 

narrative rather than being portrayed as one singular event. The representation of violence 

must also be somewhat graphic and extreme, as seen in cases such as the rape in 

                                                           
1 This in and of itself is worthy of its own project.  
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Deliverance. Still, television series such as Game of Thrones also exhibit violence of an 

extreme and graphic nature, so further differentiation is required. This, the form of assault 

must be one that is not solely based on gratuitous harm or murder, but instead on a kind of 

moral violation of the personhood of the victim, as is the case of sexual assault in many of 

the abovementioned films or suicide in the case of Haneke’s Caché. Hence, most instances 

of moral shock on film present at least one representation of sexual violence in some 

length.  

 In this chapter, the moral implications of reacting to morally shocking content on 

film will be explored. A preliminary discussion of developments in the conceptualization 

of moral perception and judgment will be provided, followed by an examination of just 

what it means to respond to complex moral situations in a way that transcends our 

understanding. In the end, efforts will be made to connect these broader thematic issues in 

metaethics and moral psychology back to the issue of moral shock in response to film for 

further clarification of both the concept and the genre.  

 

Moral Judgment and Unsettling Situations 

 Moral shock is not something that is contained within films. Morally shocking 

content incites a reaction based on representations of violence presented in films within 

complex narrative structures with the aim of complicating our judgment processes rather 

than clarifying them. It is important here to illustrate the moral theoretical underpinnings of 

moral shock as it has been outlined here before moving on to its deeper philosophical (or 

meta-philosophical) significance from a broader perspective. As philosophers, when we 
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conceptualize moral judgment, we may immediately be inclined to think of predominant 

theories in normative ethics. But in this case, utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue theory 

will do little to clarify any of the ethical “dilemmas” portrayed in these films given that 

they are not really representing problems of this nature at all. These films go deeper by 

looking at how we come to make judgments and decisions rather than which decision 

procedure can be assessed as the best one. At least in some cases, it seems intuitive to say 

that these films may make us feel as though our emotions are preceding our judgments, and 

the philosophical literature on metaethical issues at the present time reflects this concern by 

showing how our emotions serve as the basis for moral judgment in a loosely Humean 

sense;2 what our experiences in response to film and the trauma represented within it may 

show is that some emotional experiences may defy or transcend complete 

conceptualization in terms of morality, or in the case of contemporary philosophical 

approaches, even an attempt at theoretical simplification for the sake of making some sort 

of normative judgment. Thus, in line with what some might call attacks on (or at least a 

kind of siding against) the rational “simplicity” of Kantian theories of morality, one could 

effectively argue that emotions are at the core of moral judgment solely given that our 

emotionally-laden experiences may preclude us from even making them. 

 Originally when considering the way in which to effectively describe this theory of 

moral shock, what came to mind was a kind of “moral perception.” Indeed, what I initially 

thought was that the term “perception” would especially be of use given the essentially 

                                                           
2 By “Humean” here I mean David Hume’s foundational theory of moral sentimentalism which can certainly 
be said to have influenced later theories holding that the emotions are fundamentally prior to reasoning as 
explained in 1751’s An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, ed. Tom L. Beauchamp (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1998). This is not to say that all further theorizing about the emotional basis of 
moral judgments or decision making are essentially Humean sentimentalism in its full form, only that the 
view espoused here is at least consistent with Hume’s general foundationalist inclinations.  
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visual nature of the medium of film and the significance of observing situations of 

immense moral significance that end up changing how one essentially continues to 

“perceive” future moral situations of the same (or of a relevant) kind. However, in the 

1990s literature and up until the early 2000s, the term “moral perception” carried with it a 

certain cognitivist connotation, most notably culminating in Lawrence Blum’s Moral 

Perception and Particularity (1994), an early attempt at developing a comprehensive 

theory of moral judgment based on emotional sensitivity to the particularity of certain 

circumstances in our environment. In Blum’s view, this content in our perceptual repertoire 

is the means by which more particular moral judgments, rather than general axioms that 

apply universally, can be drawn. Although Blum’s work is a solid and substantial treatment 

of the topic at a somewhat early point in the development of this issue in the literature on 

moral judgment, the problem with this account is the employment of the term “perception” 

which may in some senses be used in a broader sense to refer to the imagination as well. 

When Blum refers to perception, then, he is referring to the more general mechanisms of 

paying attention to certain things, drawing on Iris Murdoch’s work in The Sovereignty of 

Good on what he refers to as “concerned responsiveness.”3 

 On the role of literature in moral education, one of its most ardent supporters has 

been Murdoch, who has suggested that art, and more specifically literature, is “the most 

essential and fundamental aspect of culture…since this is an education in how to picture 

and understand human situations.”4  In Murdoch’s view, literature serves as a means by 

which action-based models of morality can be transformed into “vision”-based models5 

                                                           
3 Lawrence Blum, Moral Perception and Particularity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994); Iris 
Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (New York: Routledge, 1970), 12.  
4 Murdoch, 23.  
5 I put “vision” here in scare quotes due to its potentially misleading implications in this work.  
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which support and foster the development of love and goodness by drawing attention to 

their significance in ethical decision making. Murdoch’s own view is developed in 

response to what she refers to in several places as post-Kantian formulations of abstract, 

individualist reason (and its moral prioritization) with the abstract will functioning as the 

creator of value. In Murdoch’s view, moral concepts or terms act as “concrete universals” 

(and thus are not abstract), and genuine objectivity is obtained by attending to particular 

situations in a judicious and sympathetic manner. For Murdoch, “Freedom is not the 

sudden jumping of the isolated will in and out of an impersonal logic complex. It is a 

function of the progressive attempt to see a particular object clearly.”6 Moral inculcation is 

therefore considered to be a kind of perfectionism or fine-tuning, whereby an “ideal limit” 

of virtue is obtained.7 Art is essential here insofar as it teaches us about morality by 

showing it to us, and artistic engagement cultivates the moral discipline required to see the 

world clearly by presenting ethical dilemmas and their unavoidable complexity in an 

illuminating way. Proper vision occasions proper conduct (and is indeed a pre-requisite for 

it) and learning to see the world in this way might be difficult and demanding, for as 

Murdoch points out, “that moral improvement involves suffering is usually true, but the 

suffering is the byproduct of a new orientation and not in any sense an end in itself.”8   

Murdoch’s acknowledgement of the suffering involved in becoming a better moral 

agent, or in making more informed moral judgments, is important for my purposes in 

emphasizing the value of violent content in film, and the implications will be discussed 

below. It is also important to note that Murdoch advocates literature instead of, say, 

                                                           
6 Murdoch, 30. 
7 Murdoch, 28. 
8 Murdoch, 98-9. 
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abstract art as being particularly pertinent to cultivating moral cognition, since an 

experience of appreciating beautiful form may not be commensurable with the educational 

value of other, perhaps more effective, representations of ethical conduct. Good art is art 

that “shows us how difficult it is to be objective by showing us how differently the world 

looks to an objective vision,”9 and while beauty may incite “good energy” which is 

amenable to the development of moral cognition, it is an insufficient form of moral 

education which needs to be complemented by other forms of representational and 

narrative art.10 

Again, what is lurking in the background of Murdoch’s moral philosophy is an 

attack on post-Kantian theories of morality which emphasize the abstract will as the 

“creator of value” and are consequently ill-equipped, in her view, to respond to concrete 

reality. For the most part, Murdoch interprets Kant as wanting to turn away from the 

empirical contingencies of morality perhaps largely because he was afraid of a kind of 

theoretical corruption. But she also objects to the role of moral feeling in his philosophy as 

almost ad hoc in nature and disconnected from its motivational relevance and significance. 

In Murdoch’s view, “When Kant wanted to find something clean and pure outside of the 

mess of the selfish empirical psyche he followed a sound instinct but, in my view, he 

looked in the wrong place. His inquiry led him back again into the self, now pictured as 

angelic, and inside this angel-self his followers have remained.”11 Murdoch advocates for a 

focus on the ordinary rather than the ideal human being, an individual who is faced with 

                                                           
9 Murdoch, 103. 
10 Murdoch does not seem to be interested in pursuing such a line of thought, but the idea of “moral beauty” 
has been argued for insofar as aesthetic appreciation is linked to moral approbation. For instance, see Berys 
Gaut’s review of the history of such associations and his own “Aristotelian” account in Art, Emotion and 
Ethics, 114-127.  
11 Murdoch, 81. 



120 
 

 
 

complex dynamic choices and able to make good moral decisions by confronting such 

complexities and living through them rather than theoretically evading them. The focus 

here seems to be on moral improvement as a process of engagement versus idealistic 

rational self-preservation in the face of external corruption.  

It is unclear at this point whether Murdoch’s analysis of Kant’s position is fair, for a 

significant part of the moral relevance of the experience of beauty for Kant is in fact 

dependent upon its universal and objective validity, which is not simply a means of tacking 

on feeling at some point. In this sense, Kant’s objectives are still similar to Murdoch’s 

emphasis on the sense of objectivity that engaging with art illuminates. Art, in Murdoch’s 

view, is morally valuable insofar as it can help to “stretch the imagination, enlarge the 

vision and strengthen the judgment.”12 Given that there are various ways in which the 

relationship between aesthetics and ethics can be construed in Kant’s philosophy, it 

certainly seems clear that each one of these roles is important for Kant, and that engaging 

with either works of art or scenes of nature can reasonably occupy a place in a 

comprehensive humanistic education. Granted, Kant may emphasize the role of beauty and 

the sublime in first presenting the possibility of ethical judgment to us, but he also allows 

room for moral content as presented in other forms of art such as poetry or literary 

examples to make a distinctive contribution to our moral education as well, and it is in this 

sense that I think that he and Murdoch might be at least partially on the same page.13 It is 

                                                           
12 Murdoch, 87-8. 
13 Kant acknowledges the minimal role of literature in contributing to moral education in The Metaphysics of 
Morals and the Critique of Practical Reason in Practical Philosophy, trans. and ed. Mary J. Gregor 
(Cambridge University Press, 1996), 133-271, 353-603; and Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. Paul 
Guyer and Eric Matthews, ed. Paul Guyer (Cambridge University Press, 2000). One of the most significant 
passages I had in mind from the Critique of Practical Reason is found at 5: 155-160 (263-267). There are 
other passages on moral education, including those found in his lectures on pedagogy (trans. Robert B. 
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not just that morally relevant artistic works exhibit formal features alone, nor must they 

contribute to morality by illuminating the conceptual possibility of ethical decision making 

and the potential reward of acting in accordance with what free will demands. They can 

also demonstrate its possibility through the presentation of concrete circumstances in 

narrative art, where the moral beauty of the action shines through in a way that inclines one 

to see its sensuous representation more vividly as an example worthy of admiration. But if 

they are to be so relevant, then what must be clear in such cases is that the moral beauty of 

the action indeed shines through. What follows, then, is that works which clearly present 

the juxtaposition between acting for the sake of the law versus acting for the sake of 

happiness are indeed better for this reason. As a result, works with unhappy endings might 

better serve this function than works which reward ethically admirable protagonists, 

especially for children. 

Further, literature is a safe place to present moral actions and to cultivate the 

necessary respect for them, after perhaps cultivating such interest in morality via an 

experience of beauty or the sublime. Indeed, the moral function of literature for Murdoch is 

in many ways similar to the role of presenting moral examples for Kant. While Kant 

himself may have said very little about the manifestation of ethical content in various art 

forms, what he has suggested is that there may be various ways in which aesthetics and 

morality are complementary, and poetry is certainly one such distinctive case. And by 

connecting these views to those on moral education, it seems that we can find a viable 

space for literature in moral education for Kant, indeed a very distinctive space that very 

                                                           
Louden) in Anthropology, History, and Education, eds. Guenter Zöller and Robert B. Louden (Cambridge 
University Press, 2007).  
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much affects the kind of literature we may deem to be valuable as a result. While there is 

certainly a risk of blurring the boundaries between aesthetic appreciation and the 

instrumental use of art for moral cultivation by allowing too much to come into play here 

(and perhaps in a way that may not be conducive to the kind of full-born aesthetic 

appreciation of beauty Kant supports throughout most of the Critique of the Power of 

Judgment), there is also a risk of leaving Kant out of this discussion as well, since doing so 

might provide a misleading account of his moral theory, and it may also prevent us from 

understanding which kinds of stories we should prefer to teach our children if the 

inculcation of ethical behavior and respect for the moral law is in fact our aim.14 

What is important about this detour in the discussion is not necessarily what Kant 

has to say about morality or literature, but that Murdoch and her views are situated within a 

long line of proponents of a view who are concerned with providing more space for 

emotion and perception in ethics, one that prioritizes the primal exposure of our 

interactions with such content as somehow preceding the formulation of more well-

reasoned judgments. Here, Murdoch and others have framed the issue in terms of a kind of 

education, or moral education, and the theme of moral education and art has been the 

subject of extensive discussion for some time. However, what is perhaps most important 

may be a consideration of moral re-education based on perception proper; that is, while 

literature may provide us with certain imaginative experiences that “bring things home” to 

us, in a sense, or resonate with us in a particular way, truly seeing some things in certain 

circumstances may be more important, and film here, or the kind of moral shock I am 

                                                           
14 A small part of this section is derived from work conducted for a final paper for Paul Guyer’s “Kant’s 
Moral Philosophy” graduate course at the University of Pennsylvania in the Spring of 2009. 
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referring to, may be both consistent with what Murdoch and others are arguing for, but also 

capable of pushing the discussion into new terrain in terms of the potential for narrative art 

to radically restructure our moral orientation. In other words, while the use of concept of 

perception here may appear to be quite illuminating, it is also somewhat limited in its 

scope. While literary situations may indeed be enlightening in certain respects, Murdoch 

and others tend to be falling into the same trap of clarification as mentioned by others 

working more clearly within the contemporary philosophy of art, such as Carroll. In 

contrast, my own interest is not just in the broad application of such general proclamations 

about the power of literature or art to morally educated us.15 Instead, my intentions are to 

work more from the inside out by trying to show at least one way in which art quite simply 

does not clarify or educate in a principled manner, but instead drastically changes our 

understanding of not only what it is that we are educated about, but the very possibility of 

being “educated” about how best to react to certain experiences at all. There are some films 

that pose challenges to the education we may have already received via the representation 

of content in ways that we may not have anticipated. Again, this explains why I think terms 

such as “complicationism” or “re-education” may be more fitting, at least in circumstances 

where moral shock comes into play. 

I should mention here that the history of moral philosophy, at least speaking from a 

contemporary perspective, has evolved in stages where certain themes regarding the nature 

of moral judgment (as either resting on the emotions or on some sense of rationality) were 

of special interest at different points of time. The juncture at which Blum’s work on moral 

                                                           
15 With respect to literature, the possibility that it may be able to enlighten us in ways similar to how the 
experience of moral shock in response to film does is expanded on in Chapter 7. 
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perception was published was indeed one in which moral education may have been of 

blossoming interest,16 but 1994 was significantly prior to the emergence of increased 

interest in the more instinctual basis of morality that gave shape to discussions overlapping 

with developments in cognitive science and psychology regarding the foundations of moral 

judgment. Changes in focus regarding theories of moral perception advanced from a more 

recent perspective can be seen by looking at Robert Audi’s 2013 work entitled Moral 

Perception. There are significant contrasts between Audi’s scientifically-based objectives 

and Blum’s more literary interests, with Audi also attributing an influence to Jonathan 

Haidt, a psychologist working on an intuitionist theory of moral judgment whose recent 

work culminated in The Righteous Mind (discussed below in more detail).17 Audi states at 

the outset that his interest in refocusing discussions in moral psychology onto the concept 

of moral perception is to “combat stereotypes regarding both intuition and emotion, 

especially the view that they are either outside the rational order or tainted by irrationality,” 

a view which opposes what he refers to as “intellectualism” in moral theorizing.18  

A clear distinction between the different senses of moral perception is made quite 

early on in Audi’s book after a thorough analysis of the concept of perception as it is 

understood in the literature on the philosophy of mind (e.g., with respect to sense data, etc.) 

when he says the following: 

                                                           
16 I do not mean to imply here that philosophers were not interested in moral education prior to 1994, but only 
that such conversations tended to take a different shape that had less to do with perception than it did with 
how best to inculcate rational orientation toward best judgment and behavior.  
17 Audi in fact does not mention this book in particular, but he does mention Haidt’s defining article 
published on social intuitionism called “The Emotional Dog and its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist View 
of Moral Judgment,” Psychological Review 108 (2001): 814–34. The story of the dog and the tail as an 
analogy for the process of forming moral judgments is elaborated on extensively in his recent The Righteous 
Mind (2017), which expands on his social intuitionism by applying it to the case of moral disagreement and 
conservative/liberal conflict in recent post-election chaos in the United States. 
18 Audi, 3.  
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…we may distinguish between two conceptions of moral perception. One centers 
on a phenomenal—and especially, cartographic—representation of, say, injustice. 
The other, which is more plausible, centers on a phenomenal representation 
constituted by a (richer) perceptual response to injustice. The sense of injustice, 
then, a kind of impression of it, one might say, as based on, and as phenomenally 
integrated with, a suitable ordinary perception of the properties on which injustice 
is consequential—grounded, to use another term for the same relation—might serve 
as the experiential element in moral perception.19 

Such perceptual judgment is non-inferential with a sense of immediacy, and Audi even 

goes so far as to say that it may not even need language for articulation, instead merely 

having to be visualized as in cases of “unfittingness.”20 I take this as a particularly crucial 

part of Audi’s theory. Such representations do not causally produce rationalized (albeit 

delayed) responses or judgments of a moral nature, but are instead constitutive of the 

judgments themselves: 

It does…construe seeing certain subsets of base properties of injustice as—at least 
given appropriate understanding of their connection to moral properties—a kind of 
perception of a moral property; and this kind includes, as elements, such ordinary 
perceptions as seeing a violent seizure of an old man’s wallet and hearing an 
abusive vulgarity screamed at a conference speaker. Depending on our 
psychological constitution, we may be unable to witness these things without a 
phenomenal sense of wrongdoing integrated with our perceptual representation of 
the wrong-making facts. For many people, certain perceptible wrongs perpetrated in 
their presence are unignorable and moral perceptions of certain salient wrongs are 
virtually irresistible.21  

Audi’s work here is established against an extensive background of assumptions within the 

domain of contemporary moral epistemology, and with this work, he is attempting to set up 

a realist foundation for moral judgments based on a literal interpretation of what we 

apparently see as morally-laden content (or, in his terms, anchored non-natural properties 

of visual content). Thus, in this sense, his work on perception is more literal than the 

                                                           
19 Audi, 38–9. 
20 Audi, 40. 
21 Audi, 45. 
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perceptual theories advanced previously by Blum and Murdoch. Audi truly believes that 

we can in all actuality see the moral wrongness of an action, especially given that such 

sight-based judgment is immediate and not necessarily inferential in nature, a view that 

remains consistent with other emotionally-based moral theories which he discusses later in 

the book. I will discuss the relevance of some of these developments below when 

considering how emotions configure into this system. 

 

Moral Reasoning and the Emotions 

Recently in the philosophical literature on metaethical issues, much has been said 

about the supposed emotional basis of morality from the perspective of those more 

interested in developments in cognitive science rather than strictly theoretical speculation. 

At the core of this movement stands Jesse Prinz’s 2004 Gut Reactions: A Perceptual 

Theory of Emotion. Others have also worked on issues regarding challenges to what may 

have been overly rationalist lines of moral thought, specifically regarding the nature of 

moral judgment, including the psychologist Joshua Greene with his early emphasis on how 

our actual moral intuitions are somehow different from those posited as assumptions in 

certain moral theories.22 Prinz’s work here is foundational for bridging the gap between 

psychological research and philosophical theories of the emotions, later leading to The 

Emotional Construction of Morals (2007) as a culmination of this earlier work. Prinz’s 

                                                           
22 Greene’s seminal work on moral dilemmas as exemplified in classic thought experiments was perhaps first 
established in Joshua D. Greene, R. Brian Sommerville, Leigh E. Nystrom, John M. Darley, and Jonathan D. 
Cohen, “An fMRI Investigation of Emotional Engagement in Moral Judgment,” in Science 293, no. 5537 
(2001): 2105-2108. Here, Greene et. al. provide evidence in support of the fact that what (mostly) 
philosophers have historically thought of as intuitive responses to moral dilemmas such as the trolley problem 
are in fact the opposite. Most recently, based on these early ideas, Greene has published Moral Tribes: 
Emotion, Reason, and the Gap Between Us and Them (New York: Penguin, 2014). 
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work here is groundbreaking in the sense of illuminating the nature of what would become 

the standard emotions that are connected or associated with the process of making moral 

judgments. He argues that emotions are embodied appraisals or “perceptions of patterned 

changes in the body,”23 and that judgments work to shape our responses accordingly as a 

kind of after-effect. While there may be a cognitive component to emotions, “cognitions” 

are not all that they are; furthermore, they are distinct from both feelings (which may or 

may not accompany them) and moods. Early on, it is critical to note that Prinz 

acknowledges the problem of complexity with respect to this massive topic of emotions 

and their relationship to morality, and here he is simply establishing the foundation of 

further work on these issues by focusing on what might be considered as more primal 

reactive emotions. As he states, “Encompassing theories are perhaps the ultimate aspiration 

of most emotion theorists. Researchers want to afford a place to every aspect of an 

emotional response. There is a preference for inclusion. This is perfectly reasonable. 

Emotion episodes are complex, and singling out one component as the emotion may 

obscure that complexity. We can honor complexity by defining emotions as complex 

states.”24 Emotions in the immediate sense are essentially appraisals of what is therefore 

represented to the mind, or responses to some sort of content. But, as Prinz makes clear, 

emotions are indeed complex, and while we may want to theorize every aspect of them, it 

may not necessarily be possible to do so, especially with respect to exceedingly complex 

emotional states.  

                                                           
23 Prinz, Gut Reactions, viii. 
24 Prinz, 18.  
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 This may appear to be repetitive with respect to what has already been discussed in 

the previous chapters about our complex reactions to moral shock films, but there is a 

reason for returning to the emotions here given how closely our more immediate emotional 

responses to descriptive or representational content are connected to the formulation of 

moral judgments. Of special note is the following passage on Richard Lazarus’s early 

experiments with film that Prinz discusses with respect to the relevance of constructed 

circumstances that frame or structure content (and subsequently our responses to it):  

Early experiments by appraisal theorists sought to establish that thoughts can 
influence emotional response. In the 1960s, Lazarus and his colleagues performed a 
series of studies in which subjects viewed a graphic film showing genital surgery 
(“subincision”) performed on adolescent males in the Arunta tribe during a ritual. In 
a study by Lazarus and Alfert (1964), subjects were divided into different groups, 
and each group read a different verbal description of the film before viewing it. One 
description emphasized the trauma of the ritual, while another described the ritual 
from a detached, anthropological perspective. Self-report and physiological 
responses suggested that subjects who viewed the film after reading the former 
description experienced more emotional stress than those who viewed the film after 
the latter description. The experimenters conclude that emotions are not driven by 
perceptual stimuli alone. They are influenced by the thoughts we form in viewing 
perceptual stimuli.25  

I suspect that it may be clear that this passage (not to mention the study itself) is especially 

relevant to my own objectives, specifically due to the incorporation of the use of film in the 

experiment. While certainly one could conclude based on this experiment alone that a kind 

of cognitive framing is important for determining our reactions to what it is that we tend to 

see or perceive in terms of the significance of individual circumstances, the type of 

cognitive framing here lends itself to further speculation about the presentation of morally-

relevant content on film and how the film itself could control the way in which we respond 

                                                           
25 Prinz, 30. The study that Prinz is referring to is that of R. S. Lazarus & E. Alfert, “Short-circuiting of threat 
by experimentally altering cognitive appraisal, The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 69 no. 2 
(1964): 195-205. 
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by either conforming to specific moral expectations, or by challenging them in fundamental 

ways through a restructuring and representational shift of the content itself in contrast to 

the representation of such content through conventional narrative structures. In other 

words, descriptions of the trauma involved in the procedure led viewers to experience 

“emotional stress” of the sort that may incite them to judge what they see as wrong, a kind 

of perception which stands in contrast to a more detached view that would classify what 

was observed as more of a neutral representation of cultural differences.   

 Prinz’s objectives are different from mine, so he does not see the relevance of this 

passage in quite the same way. His concern here is that the conclusions that the researchers 

came to in this instance were loaded. In other words, the conditions under which someone 

might observe these circumstances and reach certain moral conclusions without being 

predisposed to due to exposure to select cognitive information prior to observation were 

absent in this case. In other words, there is no proper control to be able to determine if the 

emotions themselves can be capable of grounding such judgments based on perceived 

content almost entirely on their own. While I think Prinz is right to suggest that this may be 

a flaw in terms of the conclusions of that were drawn from the experiment, I think certain 

films can actually assist us with drawing attention to his concerns by providing us with 

different means of structuring the content that we respond to, ones that challenge our moral 

predispositions rather than reinforcing them in different ways. By presenting certain 

depictions of violent content to viewers in circumstances where they are protected and in 

which they can have the freedom to explore their own reactions to the events that both 

precede and follow the act(s) in question without being involved in them, and by being able 

to be spectators without any more judgment necessarily being passed on inactivity in this 
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respect, I think that, in a way, certain films are actually foregrounding how significant our 

emotional responses to content might be in framing our resulting judgments, and how this 

type of reaction might actually cause us to challenge the rational basis of the types of 

judgments that we may have made before without exposure to such content in the first 

place. Although the latter is not an essential part of observing moral shock films, it is often 

an upshot of doing so. In other words, the content here is primal, which itself draws 

attention to the primacy of our perceptual and emotional responses to it in the structure of 

forming moral judgments. Once aware of this primacy in the formulation and revision of 

our own judgment processes when watching film, we may come to see the broader 

philosophical impact of film itself (a point which will be expanded on and developed in the 

next chapter).  

 Here one might be inclined to recall that shock is an essential part of the reaction 

that I am describing. While Prinz goes on to say that emotions are essentially cognitively 

directed in response to representations that are deemed to be significant or foregrounded 

for various reasons, and that conditions of isolation from cognitive preloading may not be 

experimentally plausible, he also mentions the peculiarly complex case of surprise in what 

follows: 

A harder case is surprise. Surprise may represent a violation of expectations, and, 
intuitively, something cannot be unexpected if it is not represented as such. Here, 
intuitions lead us astray. Something is unexpected if it does not conform to one’s 
expectations. Something can have this property even if we do not happen to notice 
it. Pressing the point, one might object that surprising things, like red things, are 
secondary qualities, because they are dispositions to cause a certain state in us. 
Something would not be surprising if it didn’t have the power to cause surprise. 
This may be true, but this only exposes a flaw in the formulation that says surprise 
represents the property of being surprising. If a surprise reaction meant “This event 
has the property of causing this state (surprise) in me,” it would not be much help. 
Surprise is more likely to mean, “I didn’t expect this event,” which could be true of 
events that do not happen to surprise me. Like sadness, this analysis of surprise 
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makes direct reference to my psychological states (expectations). That does not 
entail that sadness represents a response-dependent property. It entails that sadness 
represents a relational property, which seems to be the case for emotions quite 
generally.26  

Essentially, what Prinz says here about surprise as an emotional response seems to me to be 

quite weak and underdeveloped given the more extensive treatment of other fundamental 

emotions in his work. In other words, I do not think that he gives surprise (or shock) its 

due, especially with respect to how prominent this type of response can be given its 

significance to some of the moral judgments that we make. For instance, consider a 

judgment of moral reprobation made when someone does something inappropriate at a 

formal dinner in a country in which such actions are generally frowned upon. To be more 

specific, consider the inverse relationship between a country such as South Korea and 

another such as the United States with respect to the sharing of dishes at dinner. In the 

United States, for instance, one might say that your own fork should stay within the 

confines of your own plate; if you are to use it to grab an appetizer, it shouldn’t be used on 

any food that could potentially touch someone else’s, and forget about “double dipping.” 

But in a country like South Korea, sharing dishes, including soups, is customary, and it 

would be rude not to do so. More specifically, it would be considered somewhat 

uncourteous if one were to avoid sharing a soup by dipping one’s own spoon into the 

shared bowl. Now, in American or Canadian culture, if one were to stick a spoon into a 

dinner mate’s bowl, this would elicit a reaction of shock or disgust. On the contrary, a 

Korean might be surprised or offended if an American or Canadian were to order his or her 

                                                           
26 Prinz, 64.  
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own dish without assuming that it would be shared, or to refuse to eat from side dishes or 

“banchan” (customary additions) because they are shared.  

 On cultural differences with respect to moral judgments, Prinz seems to allow for 

this possibility since people in different countries may indeed have, in his view, what can 

be referred to as different emotions. To be more specific, he references here the feelings of 

patriotism and honor that pervade the American south, specifically men in these regions, 

the strength of which may not mirror those displayed in other countries (this is especially 

true of Canadians’ relatively weak “patriotism” based on my own experiences). However, 

he does explicitly mention the significance of disgust in terms of its moral significance, 

stating that, “Moral values can produce or intensify disgust.”27 What Prinz is ultimately 

saying here is connected to his idea of how emotional complexity can be explained in terms 

of what he refers to as “basic and non-basic emotions,”28 with disgust here sometimes 

being the upshot of a complicated move on the part of a moral judgment (which itself is 

based on a primal emotion). In other words, judgments may transform our initial emotional 

responses, but they themselves do not generate them in a kind of non-emotional vacuum. 

Prinz then uses the foundations of this theory to ground what he refers to as “the emotional 

construction of morals” in his subsequent work, a broadly Humean defense of the 

emotional foundations of moral judgment.29 

 A critical point worth emphasizing here is a pattern by which emotions become the 

core of moral judgment processes, a view which has also been advanced by psychologists 

such as Joshua Greene and Jonathan Haidt. Although much of the work now done by 

                                                           
27 Prinz, 140.  
28 Prinz, 101. 
29 See Jesse Prinz, The Emotional Construction of Morals (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).  
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Greene is focused on cultural anthropology and its intersections with morality, his 

groundbreaking work on moral judgment from a psychological perspective has redefined in 

large terms what the foundation of moral theorizing had previously been thought to be. Of 

special relevance, as mentioned above, has been his research on the processes involved in 

moral decision making or judgment processing. At the core of his work is the idea that 

there are both, again in Prinz’s terminology, “gut reactions,” or in Greene’s terms, “quick 

responses” based on emotions, and then “slower responses” that can be cashed out in terms 

of reasoning or judgment. How these two responses work in tandem is of course essential 

to understanding moral decision making. Notably, “Reflection and Reasoning in Moral 

Judgment” (2011), written by Joseph Paxton, Leo Ungar, and Joshua Greene, is an attempt 

to bridge the gap between psychological investigation and the theoretical domain of 

broader philosophical significance, a study also referenced by Haidt in The Righteous 

Mind.30 In this study, the nature of moral reasoning was found to stand in contrast to the 

intuitionist model that Haidt had previously ascribed to. More specifically, the findings 

indicate that reflection does indeed play a substantial role in the formulation of our 

judgments in response to certain content, and that an intuitionist model such as Haidt’s 

does not paint an entirely accurate picture of this complex process. In other words, 

“Reflection not only increased the effect of argument strength. There was no effect of 

argument strength when reflection was not encouraged.”31 The results of this study 

therefore suggest that, when prompted, reason and reflection can in fact change someone’s 

mind with respect to observations of certain moral content, but that this alone does not 

weaken the significance of emotionally charged aspects of this content. In fact, the defining 

                                                           
30 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 81.  
31 Greene et al., 11.  



134 
 

 
 

characteristic among all theories mentioned here is that emotions are both prior to the 

formulation of judgment and fundamental to the process of forming them as well, and that 

reason can come in to be a kind of servant. Again, this all still sounds very Humean.  

 Despite the importance of the growing body of literature discussed above, very little 

if anything has yet been published on the value or significance of transformative 

experiences and how they may change our moral judgment processing. I bring up Greene, 

Haidt, and others here to stress that while important work is being done on issues in 

cognitive science underlying the formation of moral judgments and on the relationship 

between emotions and more complex cognitive reasoning processes in making decisions 

regarding significant moral dilemmas, there are still some theoretical limitations that I 

think our engagement with film (here certain kinds of films) can at least attempt to address.  

 The closest I can get to demonstrating why these films may be helpful as based on 

what can be found in the literature is by bringing together (A) Greene’s motivations 

regarding his interests in moral judgment, (B) developments in our philosophical 

understanding of moral perception, and (C) the limited discussions available regarding 

trauma and transformative experience. I believe that by bringing these issues together, 

some theoretical progress could effectively be made that emphasizes the value of this kind 

of content in film. First, with respect to A, it is crucial to discuss Greene’s theoretical 

objectives insofar as he is concerned with moral judgment from a psychological 

perspective, which means that he is interested in how exactly such judgments are formed 

rather than how they could be formed from an ideal perspective. This has inspired what I 

believe to be a concerted shift in the literature on moral judgment to concerns regarding the 

empirically-based nature of such processes, leading to more definitive scientific claims 
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about studies in psychology that can ground other claims about, say, rationalist thought 

experiments that may be somewhat detached from our own complex encounters with the 

world. This development is not entirely distinct from early interest in literature as a basis 

for moral education, which later developed into a more complex interest in the emotions 

(broadly construed) and their fundamental role in making moral judgments. Such interest is 

commensurable with the establishment of more refined cases of moral perception given the 

immediacy of some of our reactions to what counts as moral content in certain 

circumstances. Here arises B, Audi’s theory of moral perception, a revision (indeed a 

substantial one at that) of earlier Humean theories of the emotional foundations of morality 

that connect these concerns with imaginative content-based theories by bringing in the 

notion of perception as an explanatory mechanism. This time, perception is employed in a 

different way (in contrast to its use in the work of Blum) by arguing for the primacy of our 

encounters with moral content as the product of being engaged in real-life circumstances. 

 To stay on B for a moment before moving to C, consider the following critical 

passage that further defines what perception means for Audi, and which also allows us to 

directly connect his thoughts to the issue of moral perception regarding extreme cinematic 

content (emphasis mine):  

It will help here to consider a quite different emotion, anxiety, which is not a moral 
emotion.32 I was once temporarily hosted by someone I had only just met. He was 
acting in a disturbingly strange way. We were sitting alone in a dining area where 
several kitchen knives lay on the table at which I was lunching. He stared at them 
for a time and was silent while doing so, though the conversation resumed. I found 
myself uncomfortable. I had no belief that he might be dangerous or even that he 
was seriously disturbed, and I do not think that I drew any inference from anything 
I believed concerning his psychological makeup. This is not to say that I could not 
have formed beliefs that would be a basis for having the emotion I had begun to 

                                                           
32 For Audi, as with others, moral emotions are definitively those associated with moral judgments, such as 
shame.   
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feel. But later I saw that my anxiety…was some evidence of his being seriously 
disturbed. 

In this kind of case, although emotion does not embody an intuition or a 
cognition that evidences judgment, the emotion itself may play an evidential role in 
supporting such cognitions. It may be a perfectly rational response to a pattern that 
may at least temporarily evade description.33 

Although Audi uses this example to contrast his theory with those anti-intuitionists in the 

rationalist tradition (such as Kaebnick and Elgin, who he cites in the footnotes), this 

passage is especially crucial for as much as it does not say for as much as it does. First, 

Audi uses an example that seems as though it could be taken right out of a film: a dinner 

with a presumed-to-be-innocent acquaintance who seems, on this occasion, to be someone 

he didn’t expect him to be. Indeed, nowhere else in the book is this kind of example used as 

it is here. But it is the purpose for which it is used that is of special significance, especially 

due to the objectives of the present work. Audi is using this example to illustrate the 

significance of the emotional response to content that precedes rationalization, but yet 

prompts it in an important way by categorizing what was observed as somehow morally 

relevant but yet not fully making any sort of moral judgment. What is especially poignant 

about this passage is how Audi describes his own initial feelings, underneath what could be 

deployed or construed as moral emotions, as simply a feeling of “anxiety” at first at the 

thought that a potential friend could in fact be capable of violence against him, and then 

one of simply being “uncomfortable” after this judgment had been made based on the 

anxiety. While anxiety itself may not be a moral emotion per se, in this case, it certainly 

has moral relevance. These terms are especially suitable to the kind of reaction that I am 

trying to describe with respect to certain films. While certainly there are some that may 

                                                           
33 Audi, 138-9.  
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make us feel moral emotions of reprehension, condemnation, or disgust, there are others 

that evoke what can be said at best to be a kind of discomfort but which transform into 

complex judgements of emotive types. This I think is where Audi’s theory can provide a 

kind of basis for further speculation regarding the validity of morally shocking content in 

film as a foundation for further abstract moral theorizing.  

 Finally, what is missing in the speculations above is a consideration of not just 

“anxiety” or discomfort, but perhaps a definitive kind of emotion that pervades our 

experience, or a complex emotional experience that induces a kind of cognitive shock that 

further elicits discomfort. There has been some discussion of such responses in the 

literature on aesthetic experience, but this will be discussed further in the final chapter 

since it has more to do with the nature of emotional responses proper to art aside from their 

moral relevance.  

 

Judgment as Initiated by Shock or Trauma and the “Startle Effect” 

 The term “startle” has been used in reference to several films but also more broadly 

as an emotional response to certain works of art. In Deeper Than Reason (2005), Jenefer 

Robinson seeks to construct a theory of emotion that can be applied to what she conceives 

of as all the arts, and then uses it as the basis to analyze various texts in literature and then 

music (she skips film, but she does touch on some visual art). Generally, Robinson defends 

a process-based approach to understanding the emotions, suggesting that they are 

physiologically based and subsequently cognitively monitored, but that certain contingent 

conditions in our lives as well as evolutionary theory can both shape the way in which we 
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have these immediate responses. This idea, then, serves as the basis upon which she builds 

her theory of emotional engagement with the arts. Robinson remains concerned with a 

broad array of the arts, and so her discussion of emotion includes much more than what is 

directly relevant to the present work. However, her discussion of negative emotion, 

especially with respect to its sense of undermining reason (or at least bearing on it in some 

ways), may be especially relevant, as is her discussion of what she refers to as the “startle” 

response in comparison (or in contrast) to what I construe as “shock.”     

 First, her theory of emotion is important because of the potential separation she 

allows for in terms of cognitively monitoring our immediate (or visceral) feelings or 

responses to stimuli. She complicates the process rather than streamlining it, allowing for 

the gap I need in order to show that we do not just emotionally engage with art (here film) 

that coincides with our preconceived moral orientation, but that certain films can change 

the way in which we think about the relationship between emotions and moral 

commitments by manipulating the former in certain ways.34 This type of cognitive gap 

between our initial responses and our subsequent judgments is consistent with what Audi 

says regarding the feeling of being somehow “uncomfortable” at a particular point in time 

and yet not quite being aware of how to construe such a feeling—still somehow knowing 

that it is significant, though, whether morally or otherwise. Let it be known that Robinson 

is not directly concerned with morality per se and is more interested in our foundational or 

more fundamental sense of engaging with art on an emotional basis, or from an emotional 

                                                           
34 I mean manipulation in a more positive rather than a strictly negative sense.  



139 
 

 
 

perspective. However, this does not imply that what she has to say about emotion isn’t 

relevant to moral theorizing about film.  

 In an earlier work that serves as part of the foundation for Deeper than Reason, 

Robinson directly addresses what she referred to as the startle response, but she is not the 

only one to do so. In Boo: Culture, Experience, and the Startle Reflex (1996), Ronald C. 

Simons attempts to draw together work in psychology (including cognitive science) and 

anthropology on what the “startle reflex” amounts to. Generally, it is deemed to have cross-

cultural significance but is considered to be more important in some cultures than others. 

There are different ways in which the idea can be deployed and interpreted, and the author 

attempts to bring together at least the beginnings of a comprehensive analysis. Some 

aspects of Simons work that are relevant to my objectives include the idea that the startle 

reflex can be used as a kind of disruption of thought, but the moral significance is not 

discussed in terms of the spectator or from the point of view of the person being startled. 

Instead, Simons is concerned with what such an act of startling another and their 

consequent actions could amount to in a more sociological sense. Also, the use of literary 

examples is especially absent with respect to the act of startling an audience rather than 

another agent in real-life circumstances in the relevant way. Furthermore, mere surprise is 

not clearly differentiated from startle in this work, nor is shock. Still, some of his findings 

are illuminating. For instance, Simons refers to startle as a “wretching dislocation” and a 

“reflex, something that happens in and to the body, but it is more than that. When one is 

startled one’s soul is troubled, and one’s mind finds itself, if only for a moment, in a 

strange and surprising place. Being startled changes, if ever so briefly, one’s relationship 
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with the entire experienced universe.”35 His analysis of its deeper significance remains 

somewhat limited, but the kind of disorientation or “dislocation” he refers to is similar to 

the response that I am trying to identify. 

 Returning back to the work of Robinson, in her article “Startle” (1995), she uses the 

response to argue against judgment-based accounts of emotion. In her view, the startle 

response can show how emotion and cognition (even bare thoughts, not necessarily 

judgments) are distinct in the sense that primary emotional responses like those of startle 

(which can later develop into fear or surprise) can be classified as “emotions.” The upshot 

is that her theory can better explain the data (e.g., how we can have unclassifiable anger 

much like cats), and how animals are capable of having emotions. Furthermore, this is a 

new way in which the development of more complex emotional states can be understood. 

Again, I think the important part of her theory, for my purposes, is the apparent separation 

between primary emotional responses and more complex cognitive states and judgments 

(e.g., she speaks of moral indignation as a complex state that develops as a result of having 

certain emotional responses). She also speaks of how certain cognitions can be 

“embedded” and consequently condition our more primary responses, but not to the extent 

that I would like in the sense of considering how such embedded cognitions can be 

disrupted. Furthermore, she does not provide any sort of normative analysis of this 

relationship in terms of moral theory or acknowledge that there is a space for normativity. 

In Robinson’s view, “Both the neonate cry of rage and the later expression of full-fledged 

anger communicate frustration of desire. Similarly, the startle response registers a novel 

and/or intense stimulus, readies the organism for the new information, and initiates a 

                                                           
35 Simons, 3.  
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movement of flight and/or self-protection, just like the later surprise and fear responses.”36 

While this certainly may be true, surprise and fear may not be the only possible results, and 

this description alone does not seem to prove that startle is a full-fledged emotion. “Startle” 

may overlap in some important ways with the shock/trauma response I am referring to, but 

it also differs in the sense that it is shorter in its duration, and that surprise and fear are not 

the only cognitive-laden courses it can lead to. Therefore, maybe what I am referring to is 

not “startle” in the full sense, but it may have some aspect of being “startling.”  

 Robinson speaks of the possibility of “underlying beliefs and conceptions” being 

“deeply entrenched,” but does not mention the kind of disruption or destabilization that I 

am referring to. However, there is some room for disruption in her theory. In her discussion 

of psychology, she acknowledges that “our emotional responses can get ensconced in 

motor memory, so that a particular stimulus will immediately produce a particular 

emotional response.”37 Furthermore, Patricia Greenspan’s work becomes important as it is 

addressed in a footnote: “Greenspan emphasizes the role of emotional ‘discomfort’ as 

motivating action. She would want to say that it is my uncomfortable feeling of indignation 

that is in part responsible for the action I take (so that I can get rid of the discomfort).”38 

Building on this idea, Robinson argues that “the startle model of emotional response can 

explain emotional inertia, that is, the way that change of belief does not always bring 

change in the (apparently) corresponding emotion.”39 Furthermore, and perhaps most 

importantly, she states, “The startle model of emotional response helps us to understand 

certain kinds of emotional irrationality which arise when my emotional responses seem to 

                                                           
36 Robinson, “Startle,” 60.  
37 Robinson, “Startle,” 67.  
38 Greenspan, 56-7.  
39 Robinson, “Startle,” 68. 
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be inconsistent in some way with my dispassionate judgment of a situation. One kind of 

irrationality occurs when my emotional response seems to be caused by a particular 

judgment, but in fact I know the judgment to be false.”40 This is critical. By irrationality, it 

is not entirely clear what Robinson means, but what I interpret her as saying is that 

sometimes our emotional responses are in discord with what we may consider to be the 

morally appropriate or “correct” interpretation of a particular situation, or what she refers 

to as the “dispassionate judgment of a situation.” What I want to argue is that such a 

response may show us that a “dispassionate judgment” may in fact be the erroneous one, 

and that being distanced from a certain perspective may not be the ideal position with 

respect to making moral judgments. In fact, in many cases, such a position is impossible.  

I discuss Robinson’s work here in contrast to that of Simon’s given the immense 

influence her theory of emotion has had in the field of analytic aesthetics. I also do so given 

that the theory she establishes does provide some room for considerations of moral shock 

in response to film as a disruptive emotional experience, even though she herself does not 

push things in that direction. But another interesting line of work relevant to my conception 

of moral shock (especially with respect to graphic depictions of violence) and as a 

supplement to discussions of startle in emotion theory is the theoretical examination of 

disgust. Perhaps the most extensive treatment of the topic from a philosophical perspective 

has been provided by Carolyn Korsmeyer in Savoring Disgust: The Foul & the Fair in 

Aesthetics (2011). Korsmeyer argues that “disgust” is a particular kind of emotion 

(originating from bodily responses which may be cognitively and culturally managed and 

conditioned to a significant extent), and such responses can be significant enough to merit 

                                                           
40 Robinson, “Startle,” 69. 
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aesthetic appreciation.41 Her treatment is also valuable, as Robinson’s is, in the sense of 

allowing for moral shock to be further refined and differentiated. First, I am concerned with 

the kind of moral disgust that she unfortunately brackets off (although she does seem to 

refer to it at some points, perhaps unintentionally, since a moral lens seems to filter the way 

in which she believes that we perceive works of art); second, she refers to a “somatic 

spasm” which is both similar to and yet different from the moral shock that I am referring 

to. More specifically, some of what she believes may seem to overlap with my own 

interests when she says, “[Disgust] often manifests a strongly reactive character, rather like 

sensations and reflexes such as startle, and as such it seems as much a physical reaction as 

an emotion. Disgust indeed has a striking corporeal character; it’s signature marker is 

nausea. This physicality makes disgust immediate, powerful, and difficult to override.”42 

However, with respect to the moral implications linked to such a response, Korsmeyer 

makes it clear that it is not her intention to expound on this in the book, stating, “The 

immense range of objects of disgust has prompted many theorists to formulate two 

categories of the emotion: literal ‘core’ or ‘material’ disgust that is viscerally responsive to 

foul and contaminated objects in close proximity, and ‘moral’ disgust that takes as its 

objects persons or behaviors that transgress social norms. It is the first type that chiefly 

interests me here. The two categories, however, are not always easy to separate, and some 

of the examples that ground this study will have both visceral and moral dimensions.”43 

This potential problem with separating the two is important but yet little else is said about 

                                                           
41 I’m not really interested in the term “aesthetic” here. It would take a lot of work for me to show that the 
kind of responses we are having are “aesthetically pleasing” in any sense, so I will table this issue until 
Chapter 7.  
42 Korsmeyer, 3. 
43 Korsmeyer, 4. 



144 
 

 
 

how this content could manifest itself within a particular work. This overlap makes sense 

given her ambitious objectives to merge the non-cognitivist theories of Jenefer Robinson 

and Jesse Prinz with the cognitivism of Robert Solomon and Martha Nussbaum, such that 

affect and judgment are separable, but somehow essentially dependent on each other.44  

 On artistic representations that elicit disgust, Korsmeyer argues that “limits of 

physical tolerance advise that extreme visceral disgust in art is best aroused by means of 

the imagination.”45 In Korsmeyer’s view, it might be better to draw on other means than 

the literal representation of an event to incite feelings of disgust within a spectator that do 

not lead to a recoil or complete disconnect with the work in question due to these “limits.” 

On the potential for variation in these limits within an audience of observers, Korsmeyer 

still focuses on the physical elements of disgust, citing the example of those who work in 

forensics: “Obviously, forensic pathologists do become inured to the difficult 

circumstances of their work. One can learn to quell disgust partly because sensory shock 

diminishes with exposure...But we are examining the scene in a drama, and equally 

obviously the very point of such staging is to disturb viewers, dramatizing the contrast 

between the audience response and that of the oblivious scientists.”46 While there is 

certainly a distinct contrast between those engaging with a crime scene for the purposes of 

investigation and those observing it on screen for the purposes of entertainment or some 

form of aesthetic appreciation, this may not effectively explain the point at which these 

limits kick in. In this sense, it appears as though the mere existence of the work itself is 

establishing the limits for the audience whose own tolerance may exceed that of the content 

                                                           
44 Korsmeyer, 27.  
45 Korsmeyer, 57. 
46 Korsmeyer, 90.  
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in question. Another issue of concern is Korsmeyer’s tendency to blur the lines between 

physical disgust and moral disgust, especially clear when she states, “Not only can 

audiences react with disgust when characters display an absence of affect, but also aesthetic 

disgust can be a response to something terrible to which a character responds with entirely 

different emotions, perhaps anger or grief.”47 She does acknowledge that portrayals of 

disgust can have a kind of moral purpose when she references Danto’s idea of “disturbatory 

art” as “intended, rather [than just having disturbing contents], to modify, through 

experiencing it, the mentality of those who do experience it.”48 Furthermore, on the nature 

of moral disgust, she states, “When the disturbing situation is the result of human agency, 

we move into territory where core disgust mingles with moral disgust.”49 Nothing much 

else is said since this type of disgust was earmarked as outside of her realm of concern 

early on, but what is important is that Korsmeyer does acknowledge the possibility of a 

kind of “disturbatory art,” in Danto’s terms, but the limits of tolerance with respect to the 

audience are exceedingly difficult for her to delineate in any definitive way.50 Her remarks 

                                                           
47 Korsmeyer, 90.  
48 Korsmeyer, 90. An idea introduced earlier in The Philosophical Disenfranchisement of Art (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1986), Danto also discussed the term in “The End of Art: A Philosophical 
Defense” History and Theory: Studies in the Philosophy of History 37, no. 4 (1998): 127-43. A more recent 
articulation of the view can be found in “The Body in Pain,” The Nation (November 9, 2006). 
49 Korsmeyer, 91.  
50 Consider her example of the response to a specific work by Peter de Bolla on encountering Marc Quinn’s 
Self in Art Matters (Cambridge MA : Harvard University Press, 2001), 2: “I have come across viewers who, 
on seeing Self for the first time, describe a sensation akin to tingling, a kind of spinal over-excitation, or a 
curious shudder—that involuntary somatic spasm referred to in common speech by the phrase ‘someone’s 
walking on my grave.’ And for some these immediate somatic responses may quickly give way to a variety of 
thoughts associated with formally similar presentations of the human head or face: the death mask, waxwork, 
funerary sculpture, embalmed body, or anatomical model. When this happens, the frisson of the physical 
encounter rapidly mutates into a jumble of thoughts, as if an impulse—call it a spark of affect—sets in motion 
a series of reactions that leave their trace in whatever permeable surface they encounter” (99). Korsmeyer 
uses this example in defense of her idea that disgust functions as a kind of sublime experience based on this 
“somatic spasm.” But what is also interesting here is de Bolla’s use of the term “a jumble of thoughts” with 
respect to what arises in one’s head after encountering such shocking objects. This part of the experience 
would be similar to what happens after being morally shocked by film (I would not want to call it anything 
“sublime”).  
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on the forensic perspective may be useful here, albeit for a different purpose than her own. 

Perhaps audience members themselves have advanced to certain levels of understanding 

such that they are no longer disgusted to the point of disengagement by representations of 

some events that may have been considered to be unwatchable on screen before. As a 

result, morally shocking an audience may not simply be a matter of an artist of filmmaker 

having to “show more” on screen. Instead, the audience may be in a position to bear 

witness to things they may be disgusted by for purposes of not mere entertainment but for 

“modifying the mentality.” If the objective of art here is beyond seeking appreciation and 

more emotionally and cognitively disturbing, some things may need to be taken from the 

depths that transcend our imaginative limitations and exposed in their entirety on screen.51 

 What we can see here is a tendency to either aestheticize the mechanisms of 

negative emotion (here disgust) for ulterior purposes (thus the work in question is no longer 

the focus but the need to aestheticize the interest in it is), or to claim that if such 

aestheticizing cannot be done, then the work may be too disgusting for one’s own good. 

This may explain why Korsmeyer’s examples are limited to many instances which are not 

in fact that disgusting, and which many a viewer of contemporary cinema or television (as 

                                                           
51 There is an interesting discussion in Korsmeyer’s work about limitations with an influence attributed to 
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Laocoön, trans. Edward Allen McCormick (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 
1962): “If a difficult artwork arouses a distressing emotion at its height, then the imagination has nowhere 
further to go. Imagination can extend the portrayal of anguish far more effectively if the moment of distress is 
depicted at its beginning rather than its culmination. If (if) an art work has as its purpose the mere arousal of 
disgust, it will probably fall prey to this observation, and something similar obtains with other emotions such 
as fear, anger, or sorrow as well. A merely terrifying narrative is little more than a house of horrors; a story 
that only manipulatively tugs at the heart is soppily sentimental” (121). Two successful films that may 
function as counter-examples to such claims are Haneke’s Amour (2012) and Hooper’s The Texas Chainsaw 
Massacre (1974). In the former, a spectator likely feels suspended in a state of grief and sorrow but might be 
reluctant to call such a film “manipulative” or “sloppily sentimental.” In the latter, viewers might feel 
terrified throughout the entire film, but calling such a movie a “house of horrors” may in fact be a 
compliment rather than a criticism. Similar claims could be made for Krasinski’s A Quiet Place (2018) as 
well. 
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mentioned above) would consider to be relatively light (e.g., consider her example of 

certain content on CSI). This type of approach is spelled out quite clearly in an early work 

by Matthew Kieran when he suggests the following: 

It is far from clear that pushing back the boundaries of our ethical and social 
presumptions, at least for its own sake, is a good thing at all. For the corrosion of 
our natural human bonds may liberate us, but liberation from the self-discipline of 
moral and social restraints upon the violent, ugly and brutish aspects of our animal 
natures is clearly a bad thing. What marks our human civilization, as distinct from 
animal behavior, is precisely our self-conscious suppression of our animal natures 
toward what is, humanly speaking, rational. Artworks which cultivate the delight in 
our baser non-rational appetites are thus humanly impoverishing and bad as art.52  

There is certainly an extent to which I agree with the idea that the glorification of excess 

violence for its own sake or for entertainment purposes is problematic from a moral 

perspective, but this overgeneralization is also, I believe, indicative of a kind of fear or 

denial of the real conditions of human experience that a lot of art works wish to draw 

attention to, and for which a lot of artists may receive negative press or criticism. Again, 

another underlying assumption here is that what counts as artistic “appreciation” must be 

cashed out in the sense of enjoyment, and that depictions of negative or immoral content 

can only be balanced against their role in the service of somehow uplifting society along a 

predetermined moral course. But morally challenging works have existed for a very long 

time, and they continue to exist, and depictions of content evoking moral shock are just 

another such case. Some might think that such displays of violence are meant to be for 

entertainment in a broad sense, but again, as I argue, in some instances they require an 

                                                           
52 Matthew Kieran, “Aesthetic value: beauty, ugliness and incoherence,” Philosophy, 72 (2002), 397. Kieran 
also expands on these remarks in Revealing Art (2004) with examples such as Francis Bacon and Cindy 
Sherman who effectively “challenge our comfortable assumptions” (85), but he is certainly not interested in 
the same sort of examples or challenges that I am.  
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alternative understanding of what moral education amounts to; in other words, it may not 

be very “enjoyable,” but that does not make it less valuable. 

  

Clarifying C 

Here I will return to the issue of clarifying our moral views through engaging with 

art, or clarificationism, before discussing the moral theoretical assumptions that are called 

into question as a result of more complex representations of content. One particular article 

illuminates at least in part the kind of concern that I am attempting to address here without 

specifically (or perhaps exclusively) addressing film or fiction per se. In Lynne S. 

Arnault’s “Cruelty, Horror, and the Will to Redemption,” the author describes, by referring 

to traumatic tragedies such as the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995 and the collapse of the 

World Trade Center buildings in New York in 2001, what she believes to be a certain 

attitude or inclination towards redemption, or a need for redemption, essentially coupled 

with a denial of the graveness of the reality in the face of violent acts of terror and 

subsequent experiences of trauma. According to Arnault, such a tendency to see the 

goodness in evil is pervasive in the aftermath of these events when we talk about 

communities coming together for the greater good. For instance, to support this claim, she 

quotes former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani’s post 9/11 statement that New York 

was “a better city now than it was before the attack took place in terms of its spirituality 

and its understanding of what it means to be an American, its understanding of unity.”53 In 

her view, such an attitude is also evident in films such as Twin Falls Idaho (1999) or 

                                                           
53 Arnault, 157. 



149 
 

 
 

Schindler’s List (1993) that couch a disturbing situation into a seamless integration of 

positivity predicated on assumptions of redemption after what is shown on screen. In 

Arnault’s view, “the frequent insistence that cruelty ultimately ennobles the human spirit or 

that something good always emerges from cruelty is due, in part, to the epistemic dynamics 

of horror, that is, to the capacity of horror to generate a certain kind of knowledge.”54 

Ultimately, what Arnault means is that it is an arduous (and perhaps unnecessary) act of 

practical reason to make sense of just how awful some acts can be by attempting to color 

them in a positive or redemptive light, especially given that “reason abhors the horrible.” 

According to Arnault, “We will the world back on course—but…sometimes at a 

considerable cost.”55 In other words, redemption or positivity in the face of evil is not 

always possible, and to insist on such outcomes may be unrealistic as well as “morally 

problematic.”56 

 Respectably, Arnault is arguing for a kind of realism similar to the one that I myself 

am defending in relation to cinematic content. Arnault’s intentions are different, though, 

given that her objectives are to elucidate the true nature of horror and cruelty and to 

highlight the process of distortion involved in looking for the positivity in certain 

circumstances, or in searching for something that quite possibly isn’t there. Doing so 

cloaks the real effects of such circumstances on the people involved, such as the victims, 

and their own distinct moral perspective. I believe her interpretation of the deeper 

significance of such acts and their impacts sheds some light on the dynamics of moral 

shock in helping to show what it is rather than what it isn’t, and takes us back to the 

                                                           
54 Arnault, 158. 
55 Arnault, 158. 
56 Arnault, 158. 
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argument against Carroll’s clarificationism by presenting its importance in a clearer and 

more direct way. In this respect, an especially relevant part from Arnault’s piece is 

presented in what follows (emphasis added): 

When we recognize that the moral harm of cruelty is in the violating of a person’s 
core sense of self and the world, we are less apt to see cruelty as a point or discrete 
time period in a storehouse of consecutive moments in time and we are poised to 
view serious cruelty as a process that can so divide and disorder time that the 
person who experiences the cruelty moves from life to a kind of death.57  
 

In her view, such an experience can lead people to “experience the loss of their particular 

way of being in the world, but also endure a way of living that promises no resolution to 

suffering that…mocks the very idea of closure.”58 In other words, an agent who becomes 

vulnerable to an act of cruelty cannot see beyond the act itself and consequently may not be 

able to rationalize her way out of it. Arnault’s claims are intended to draw attention to the 

significance of trauma and how it colors our world view, but I think that what she is 

demonstrating is in fact what I am referring to as moral shock, and why, from an ethical 

perspective, it may be crucial to have these experiences represented on screen to help us 

better understand their significance off screen. In Arnault’s view, we are missing something 

important when we try to see the positive for the sake of justice and redemption, and 

sometimes, the difficult act of acknowledging the complexity of reality itself may be 

necessary—if not for the victims than at least for the spectators.   

For illustrative purposes, consider the difference between two films that portray the 

aftermath of the brutality of rape and its significance. In the 1996 American thriller A Time 

to Kill, Carl Lee Hailey must deal with the trauma of his young daughter being brutally 

                                                           
57 Arnault, 165 
58 Arnault, 165.  
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raped by local white supremacists in a Southern Mississippi town. Tonya, the daughter, 

survives, but when he finds out that the young men responsible for the crime could 

potentially be exonerated, Hailey takes justice into his own hands and murders them both 

with a shotgun inside of the courthouse. The film focuses on Hailey’s experience of dealing 

with not only what happened to his daughter but to the broader issue of racial 

discrimination within the criminal justice system. The film takes us through the court 

proceedings of Hailey’s trial from the point of view of his attorney, Jake Brigance, and 

Hailey is eventually set free as an innocent man after jury deliberation.  

As inspiring and touching as the ending of this film is, viewers may be plagued by a 

lingering sense that this sort of outcome just would not be likely at all in these 

circumstances, and that the film plays out as more of an unrealistic dream. Part of the 

reason may in fact be that the film is based on the 1989 novel by John Grisham who could 

certainly be classified as a “redemptionist” in Arnault’s view. While it is great to see justice 

served in this case, statistically speaking, most rape victims and their families never do see 

such a result. Enter Gaspar Noe’s Irréversible, a film discussed earlier as both respected 

and deplored by certain critics for the realism of the lengthy and incredibly graphic rape 

scene. By presenting the events in reverse, the significance of the trauma of the event is 

especially salient; it is extremely difficult (indeed painful) to watch a happy Alex and 

Marcus at the end knowing that their lives will be dramatically transformed and changed 

forever because of such a heinous act. In contrast to A Time to Kill in which the rape and 

the murder are shown at the very beginning, in this case, there is no redemption here. 

Marcus and Pierre (the ex-boyfriend) beat and kill the wrong man in the club, and Le Tenia 

gets away with the destruction of not one but four lives. While at the end of A Time to Kill, 
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the victim survives and the father is a free man, Irréversible leaves us with no resolution; 

we don’t know if Alex could survive the brutality of the attack, and it seems likely that 

Marcus and Pierre would not be absolved of killing the man in the club.    

Another crucial distinction between these two films is the depiction of the rape 

scene. In A Time to Kill, the rape itself is not shown on screen as it is in Irréversible. The 

question of whether it really is necessary to show the rape in its entirety in this way has led 

to some polarized opinions,59 but I believe that the representation in Irréversible does in 

fact do some justice to the traumatic and moral significance of the act. For those who 

consider that the film is meant to be enjoyable or somehow pornographic, this would mean 

that the depravity and moral shock of the event are somehow missed; I believe to do so 

would be to transpose intentions onto a director or to interpret content in a thick way with 

certain predispositions about how it ought to be represented, rather than to see it for what it 

                                                           
59 Roger Ebert’s positive review is mentioned earlier as one from the more conservative mainstream 
American critical oeuvre. It is worth mentioning that an even more mainstream critic such as Peter Travers 
also gave the film a positive review (3.5 out of four stars) (see Peter Travers, “Irreversible,” Rolling Stone 
(March 7, 2003)). In her review for Variety, Lisa Nesselson states at the outset, “Indignant at such a 
seemingly gratuitous assault on the senses, some viewers may be tempted to walk out in the early stages. In 
this reviewer’s opinion, that would be a mistake. Not because what follows will erase two acts of nauseating 
violence but because what follows adds layers of horror and melancholy that seal the film’s status as a work 
of art…Viewers who prefer their love stories cute, their images attractive and their camerawork stationary 
may be appalled, but Gaspar Noé is in control of every frame” (Nesselson, “Irreversible,” Variety (May 24, 
2002)). In contrast, however, there have been staunch critics of the film, especially with respect to the 
depiction of the Alex. For instance, Manohla Dargis of the Los Angeles Times writes, “the rape hews along 
the lines of male fantasies like that found in Sam Peckinpah's 1971 career low, ‘Straw Dogs’… Movie rapes 
are always tough to sit through, and what makes this one tougher still is that it’s a carefully choreographed 
spectacle. From the moment the rapist forces Alex to the ground—with the camera dropping to face them 
head-on— the assault is framed for maximum voyeurism. The attacker, repeatedly declaring that he is going 
to rape Alex, has pushed her onto her stomach. The position suits the rapist’s stated purpose, of course, but 
more tellingly it also suits Noe's since it gives his camera a front-row seat from which to shoot the action. 
Helping to keep the view unobstructed, Bellucci periodically steadies herself by propping her body up with 
one of her arms, a gesture that, incidentally, keeps much of her face and swaying decolletage visible.” Dargis 
is wrong about some important details of this scene; Alex’s face is almost entirely covered by the assailant to 
prevent her from screaming, and her arm is not “propped up”; instead, she is aggressively pulled up while 
being pushed down by the assailant as he attempts to silence her during the rape, and her arm extends out 
toward the camera as if grasping for some sort of hidden help.  
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is representing in itself.60 It may have been a bold move for Noé to show the rape in its 

entirety to truly represent how horrible it is in an effort to do a kind of justice to the impact 

of violence itself, and to allow viewers to gain perspective on how truly traumatizing such 

circumstances can be. When Pierre and Marcus see Alex on the ambulance stretcher, this 

leads to the outrage that ensues in the rapid search for the assailant, with the philosopher 

friend, assumed to be the more reasonable of the two, being the one to lash out with the fire 

extinguisher and violently murder the suspect. Is this justice served? In some ways, yes, 

due to the fact that these men took things into their own hands as a result of the trauma they 

experienced when seeing Alex. But things are not quite as settled as they are at the end of A 

Time to Kill. We are traumatized to the point of moral disorientation and cannot get over 

the fact that things like this as they are represented not only do happen, but significantly 

change one’s life forever for the worse. Again, redemption isn’t always part of the 

equation. Films that depict events in discomforting ways bring this point home more 

effectively, and what we learn is that it may be all too easy to unlearn our moral 

orientation. Moral transformation of this nature, to twist Arthur Danto’s idea regarding 

ready-mades in contemporary art history, is a kind of moral “transfiguration of the 

commonplace.”61 Consider what some reviewers have said about A Serbian Film, perhaps 

one of the most shocking cinematic works ever made; in an important sense, “The film 

possesses a genuine sense of dread and the characters who survive literally cannot live with 

                                                           
60 With respect to Manohla Dargis’s review mentioned in the previous footnote, I think it would be fair to say 
that she is transposing certain biases regarding the representation of graphically violent content (here a rape) 
onto Noé’s film (perhaps due to her dislike for previous films such as Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs). For instance, 
she raises some scepticism in the review regarding his justification of the single cut by suggesting that his 
reasoning is a cover for the fact that the film used generally ran within that approximate time (so, in other 
words, he would have no choice but to end it when he did). But this does not address the issue of why he 
would still choose to use a single cut and not have the camera move elsewhere.  
61 Arthur C. Danto, The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981).  
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the knowledge of what they have gone through. As in the 1990s in Serbia, it is filled with 

monstrous happenings. It is indeed A Serbian Film.”62 

Many of the films I discuss began to emerge around the turn of the century in 2000, 

but these themes and representations of violent content continue to persist in conjunction 

with a focus on the consequences of trauma. Consider Shoaib Mansoor’s Verna (2017), a 

film about a teacher who is abducted and raped in Pakistan and then decides to take justice 

into her own hands due to the problems with the criminal system and the lax way in which 

rape cases are treated. The film focuses on the destruction of the lives of the married couple 

in the aftermath of the assault but has been censored in Pakistan due to the graphic rape 

scene.63 Many have spoken out against the ban due to the importance of the thematic 

content of the film. Another film that has garnered positive attention recently because of its 

realistic portrayal of the impact that rape can have on a victim’s life is The Light of the 

Moon (2017) directed by Jessica M. Thompson. In contrast, there are films such as 

Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris (1972) which has recently been subject to 

criticism as a result of Maria Schneider’s claims that one of infamous sex scenes was shot 

without her anticipating what was about to happen, and that she felt “raped” by Bertolucci 

and Marlon Brando, her co-star.64 Along similar lines, Salma Hayek recently revealed how 

she felt assaulted as a result of Harvey Weinstein pressuring her to do a full nude scene in 

Frida (2002).65 Presentations of real rape or sexual assault, coercion, or manipulation in 

this way are not what I mean when I say that some films are able to realistically evoke 

                                                           
62 Mike Goodridge, “Defending A Serbian Film,” Screen Daily (March 24, 2011).    
63 For a discussion of the film and its censorship in Pakistan, see Nida Tahseen, “Verna is Shoaib Mansoor’s 
directorial debacle,” The Nation (November 21, 2017). 
64 See Yohana Desta, “Bertolucci Calls Last Tango Assault Revelation a ‘Ridiculous Misunderstanding’,” 
Vanity Fair (December 5, 2016).  
65 See Salma Hayek, “Harvey Weinstein Is My Monster Too,” in The New York Times (December 12, 2017). 
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certain reactions in viewers. Certain ethical standards of appropriate treatment regarding 

the actresses and actors involved must still be fully abided by, and any movie that violates 

these standards in the production phase ought to be excluded from consideration on ethical 

grounds.  

Moral judgment is based on emotional responses to what we see, and the process by 

which we make such judgments is exceedingly complex. Efforts have been made to clarify 

this process by various psychologists including Greene and Haidt, and philosophers such as 

Prinz and Audi. In addition, work on the emotions by Robinson and Korsmeyer has helped 

to clarify what is meant by “shock” here in addition to Arnault’s perspectives on trauma 

and apparent need for redemption that may be obfuscating the reality that we should be 

acknowledging. Again, the value of art in terms of demonstrating the application of moral 

principles has been argued for by many including Carroll and Murdoch. While Carroll’s 

view of clarificationism still stands as the most predominant in the field, with subtle 

variations of this view being held by others, what I have tried to show here is that, given 

the complexities of moral judgment as grounded in the emotions, some room must be made 

for works that leave us feeling uncomfortable or uncertain regarding our moral orientation. 

Perhaps the best name for such a process of engaging with these works would be 

“complicationism” rather than clarificationism.  

 

Conclusion 

 I began this chapter with a discussion of some of the more recent mainstream trends 

in representing violence on film and television in response to the increasing interest in it for 
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two reasons: (1) to more definitively isolate the kind of violence I am referring to, and (2) 

to note that people are not quite as afraid of watching violent content and dealing with its 

implications as they may have been in the past. Sexual violence emerges as one of the 

worst, if not the worst, violent acts that can be committed on another individual, and for 

that reason it is also the hardest to watch; here it is used as a paradigm example of the kind 

of moral shock that I am referring to, or at least a clear case given the significant effects 

that the representation of such content carries with it both in and outside of the theater (or, 

in more and more cases, the home).  

 Next, I examined what constitutes moral education in the philosophical literature. I 

began with a discussion of what I take to be the predominant view with respect to engaging 

with moral content in literature and other forms of art, that being Carroll’s clarificationism. 

Indeed, clarificationism as defined has pervaded the discipline, such that, for many 

immersed in these debates, the only thing that counts as morally relevant or appropriate 

content is that which clarifies our pre-existing moral intuitions. I then went into a 

discussion of what I believe to be important developments in moral philosophy that support 

a shifting of perspective from the theoretical top-down application of principles to reality 

that we see in the debates on moral education, to emotion/perception-based models that 

attempt to situate reasoning as a consequence of exposure to content given a closer 

examination of how we actually come to make certain moral decisions.  

 In the end, the definition of moral shock has been further refined into a response to 

a particularly graphic representation of violence (discussed in Chapter 2 and earlier in this 

chapter as well) that initiates a kind of disorientation due to an agent’s exposure to such 

content; it is a reaction that cannot solely be explained in terms of startle, horror, or disgust, 
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nor can it be cashed out in terms of the extraction of some sort of aesthetic value for the 

purposes of enjoyment, or normative moral value in terms of clarification. Arnault’s 

concept of trauma is therefore useful in drawing attention not only to how damaging such 

experiences can be, but also to how it might actually be an injustice to artistically represent 

certain events in ways that make them seem even less damaging. Thus, I use her model to 

support my development of the concept and to clarify it even further with respect to its 

application in film. 

 Watching a film is not always an enjoyable experience, and some unenjoyable cases 

may be extremely valuable for other reasons. I think this bias in the literature is something 

that needs to be addressed again in the Chapter 7. There, I will discuss and address a 

potential objection to my theory in terms of how such a response may not be “aesthetic” or 

“artistic,” and that such films may consequently fail as genuine works of art. I will also 

address the issue of whether it is specifically film that can provoke this response, or if 

literature can do the same thing, acknowledging the significance and limitations of Hanya 

Yanagihara’s A Little Life (2015), a recent novel about trauma and its aftermath that some 

might argue could elicit moral shock. But first, in the following chapter, I will discuss the 

philosophical significance of this reaction in more detail by contextualizing it against 

theories arguing for film functioning as a kind of philosophy, specifically by outlining and 

refining a recent Socratic theory defended by Nicholas Diehl. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE PHILOSOPHICAL VALUE OF MORAL SHOCK 

 

Introduction 

 In earlier chapters (beginning with Chapter 2), I have alluded to the issue of 

determining the value, broadly construed, of moral shock films. This opens up a complex 

problem of what counts as a value of film qua film, and I will begin to deal with this issue 

in this chapter without committing to resolving the deeper theoretical issues that linger 

beneath it. For my purposes here, I examine the issue of value from two perspectives, 

which leads to the division of the discussion of value into two chapters. First, I believe the 

issue of film’s capacity to “do philosophy” is worth addressing in some detail, as this has 

become one of the more dominant threads in recent discussions on film’s supposed value in 

the philosophy of art. Thus, in this chapter, I will argue that moral shock films can be said 

to “do philosophy,” but in a way that is slightly different from the ones suggested by the 

more prevailing voices in these debates. Second, more of an explanation regarding the 

cognitive value of moral shock as an artistic merit of film needs to be provided, and this 

will be done in a separate chapter following this one. This second chapter in this pair will 

perhaps harken back to earlier discussions of genre and what constitutes an appropriate 

interpretations of these films; thus, the following chapter comes full circle to situate this 

project in broader discussions of artistic value in the arts, and more specifically regarding 

the value of narrative art. Also, and perhaps more importantly, the issue of medium 

specificity and whether or how literature may be able to do the same thing as the films that 

I discuss here will be considered in the final chapter. To do this, I will rely primarily on a 



159 
 

 
 

novel that has drawn attention for its apparent potential to provoke such responses in 

readers, this being Hanya Yanagihara’s A Little Life (2015). In addition, I will also 

compare James Dickey’s novel Deliverance (1970) to the film adaptation. Ultimately, I 

will argue modestly in defense of the medium specificity of film given the limitations of 

literature in terms of providing more provoking visualizations of morally shocking content. 

However, I will also suggest that there is some potential to argue to the contrary based on 

the narrative structure of works such as Yanagihara’s.  First, though, let me discuss the 

philosophical value of moral shock.  

 

Film as Philosophy: A Background and a Response 

 One of the most significant works dedicated exclusively to this subject is Paisley 

Livingston’s Cinema, Philosophy, Bergman (2009).1 In this work, Livingston builds upon 

previous research in establishing his position that film can in fact make philosophical 

contributions, but rejecting what Aaron Smuts had previously articulated and defended as 

“the bold thesis.”2 Generally speaking, Livingston is a proponent of what he considers to 

be the illustrative view, which is the idea that film can demonstrate or present philosophical 

ideas in terms of its content, but that it cannot in and of itself be expected to “do” 

philosophy in any original or “innovative” sense. Proponents of this more modest view and 

critics of the bold thesis have been quite strident,3 but Livingston manages to articulate 

                                                           
1 Paisley Livingston, Cinema, Philosophy, Bergman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009).  
2 See Aaron Smuts, “Film as Philosophy: In Defense of the Bold Thesis,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism, 67, no. 4 (2009): 409-420.  
3 Some critics of the bold thesis include Thomas Wartenberg, Murray Smith, and Bruce Russell. Smuts 
responds to both Wartenberg and Russell in his paper, and Carroll does as well in his “Movie-Made 
Philosophy” discussed below.   
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perhaps one of the strongest defenses of the value of the illustrative point of view by 

reconsidering and weakening what it is that we think of as “philosophizing.” In this section, 

I will review Livingston’s position in response to some of the other perspectives in the 

debate, and then supplement this interpretation with a more recent perspective on the topic 

provided by Noël Carroll in his 2017 article “Movie-Made Philosophy.”4 I will then 

discuss some of the strengths and limitations of these views in an effort to articulate my 

own regarding the philosophical value of moral shock films.  

 In Cinema, Philosophy, Bergman, it is Livingston’s primary intention to formulate 

and defend a revised or weakened defense of film’s capacity to be philosophically valuable 

with reference to several of Ingmar Bergman’s films as a kind of case study. Livingston 

begins by reviewing perspectives such as those endorsed by Stephen Mulhall in On Film 

(2001), in which it is argued that film can make philosophical contributions primarily by 

relying on illustrative means.5 In other words, film in Mulhall’s view merely illustrates 

philosophical ideas without really “doing” philosophy in a robust sense. Daniel Frampton’s 

Filmosophy (2006) is also criticized by Livingston for being too vague and abstract in its 

articulation of how exactly film can do the kinds of things he claims it can do.6 Livingston 

makes it clear from the start that his interest is in dismantling the “bold thesis” (defined 

below) in an effort to emphasize how film can lead to the “stimulation of worthwhile 

philosophical reflections” even if such stimulations may not be original.7 His objectives are 

clearly defined in what follows: 

                                                           
4 Noël Carroll, “Movie-Made Philosophy,” Film as Philosophy, ed. Bernd Herzogenrath (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2017).  
5 Stephen Mulhall, On Film (Thinking in Action) (New York: Routledge, 2002).  
6 Daniel Frampton, Filmosophy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006).   
7 Livingston, 3.  
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I isolate and criticize what I call the “bold thesis,” which is the conjunction of the 
idea that films can make an original contribution to philosophy, and the idea that 
this contribution can be achieved primarily if not entirely through means exclusive 
to the cinematic medium. I develop a dilemma argument against this thesis: either 
support for the bold thesis depends on a claim about a cinematic contribution that 
cannot be paraphrased and so can be reasonably doubted, or it rests on a 
contribution that can be paraphrased, in which case the clause about medium 
specificity is betrayed. As an alternative to the disputed bold thesis, I advocate a 
weakening of both the originality and exclusivity conditions. The more moderate 
thesis that emerges holds that films can be used to express and illustrate 
philosophical ideas, be they significantly innovative or not.8 

At this point, it may not be entirely clear how his own view is significantly different from 

the illustrative views that he discusses earlier. First, though, let it be clear what Livingston 

is arguing against. One of the staples of the bold thesis is that if film is capable of doing 

philosophy, then what film has to offer cannot simply be cashed out into a paraphrased 

argument, for if it were possible to do so, then it would not be the film itself that is doing 

the philosophy, but rather the ideas laden within the content presented. As a proponent of 

the bold thesis, Smuts has argued that certain montage sequences can elicit philosophical 

ideas with potential for originality that are essentially presented via the means of cinema 

(and thus they are medium specific).9 Livingston takes an interesting stance against this 

position that is pertinent to the argument that I make regarding the value of moral shock. 

Suppose that, for now, we go along with his claim that a paraphrase of the value of such a 

contribution would mean that the film itself is not essential to the philosophical delivery of 

the message; nevertheless, his stronger claim against the bold thesis is perhaps a bit more 

contentious. Livingston claims that the bold thesis must actually rest on the apparent fact 

                                                           
8 Livingston, 4-5. 
9 Smuts, 414-17.  
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that “linguistic mediation turns out to be constitutive of (our knowledge of) the epistemic 

contribution a film can make,”10 further supporting this idea based on the following: 

Although it may be plausible to report that an experience of a work’s montage or 
motion picture style has given rise to a vivid, visually mediated recollection of 
some previously known philosophical thought, it is fair to ask whether such appeals 
to experience can offer good grounds for believing that a significantly new idea, 
general thesis, or argument has emerged. If such a claim is made, it is only 
reasonable to ask for an articulation of these important “clear yet indistinct” ideas. 
If such a request is thought unfair or question‐begging, it should be noted that the 
situation is not simply a confrontation between advocates of two contrasting claims, 
that is, between those who believe in ineffable cinematic insights and those who 
happen to have some unfortunate doubts about their existence. The problem here is 
not essentially a social one, but that of providing reasons or evidence for belief in a 
new and valuable philosophical insight, be it for oneself or for others. The burden 
of proof rests on the shoulders of anyone who comes to suspect that there exists a 
new and controversial source of philosophical knowledge.11 

Essentially, Livingston endorses a somewhat rigid conception of what constitutes a 

philosophical contribution in terms of it having to be linguistically cashed out in some sort 

of argumentative structure. Here, it is important not to oversimplify or distort what 

Livingston is getting at because it is a very important concern and one that does need to be 

addressed. Livingston is not saying that it is not possible for there to be such a contribution 

in theory; what remains problematic for him is the claims that those such as Frampton 

make in terms of “film possibly contain[ing] a whole new system of thought, a new 

episteme.”12 The problem is not in suggesting that this may be the case; the problem 

remains in assuming that acknowledging this as a possibility itself constitutes an original 

and substantive philosophical contribution. In dismantling the argument for the bold thesis, 

Livingston is therefore exposing two very harsh realities about the assumptions upon which 

it is based: that if it is indeed based upon linguistic assumptions regarding the problem of 

                                                           
10 Livingston, 21.  
11 Livingston, 23.  
12 Livingston, 23.  
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paraphrase, then language may be needed to at least understand the arguments in question 

that give rise to new philosophical insights. In other words, if there is a problem of 

paraphrase, then it is acknowledged that a linguistic foundation for philosophy is what is 

functioning as a background assumption here. Second, there is the problem of the, as he 

puts it, “je ne sais quoi” of the cinematic contribution. According to Livingston, even if 

such contributions were to be considered as philosophically relevant or innovative in a 

robust sense, we would not know what they would even amount to without the assistance 

of language given how philosophy has historically been understood as a linguistically-

based enterprise.13 In Livingston’s view, we need some way to bridge the conceptual gap 

here in order to provide reasons or an argument in defense of the claim that film can 

actually do philosophy in a distinct way. Otherwise, we are left simply with an open 

possibility in need of more substantive defense.  

Livingston’s solution to this problem, while still strongly supporting film’s valuable 

contributions to philosophy, is that one of the following three options be considered: “(1) 

giving up on exclusivity while maintaining strong epistemic requirements; (2) maintaining 

exclusivity while giving up on strong epistemic requirements; and (3) giving up on both the 

exclusivity and strong epistemic constraints.”14 Livingston chooses the third. In other 

words, in Livingston’s view, one option would be to suggest that film can contribute 

“originally” to philosophy via linguistic means, but that such contributions need not be 

specific to the medium itself (Option 1). Put differently, it would be possible for both a 

philosophical text and a film to make the same sort of “claims” or “arguments” in theory if 

                                                           
13 Perhaps it is important to note that earlier Livingston defines philosophy as: “more or less systematic 
investigative, expressive, and communicative activities, at a high level of generality and abstraction, 
pertaining to the world and our knowledge of it” (12). 
14 Livingston, 34.  
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both can still be described in the epistemically legitimate domain of language. Second, one 

could argue for the specificity of the medium in conveying cinema-specific insights into 

philosophical issues but reject the need for original linguistic expression (a position 

adopted by Frampton). Alternatively, Livingston sees salvation in focusing on the 

illustrative and expressive means by which film can convey certain philosophical insights. 

Using the films of Bergman, Livingston suggests that film can be a “useful complement” or 

motivate theorizing, but in and of itself, a series of images and sounds cannot themselves 

be said to be doing any sort of substantive theorizing. In Livingston’s terms, “Someone can 

use such a sequence of images in order to make a philosophical claim or in order to get 

someone to entertain some ideas, but it is a mistake to think that it is the audio-visual 

display on its own that carries the relevant thoughts.” Further, he goes on to clarify, 

“Someone has to bring the images in relation to a ‘cognitive stock’ (to use Richard 

Wollheim's term) if any philosophy is to be done, assuming, as before, that the doing of 

philosophy requires the expression or even the communication of some determinate 

thinking.”15 Film, then, can function in the service of philosophy, but in order to do so, 

Livingston also adds the condition that the spectator herself must be sufficiently 

philosophically informed in order to garner the relevant insights from the film itself. A 

certain level of background knowledge and philosophical aptitude are both necessary to 

motivate the cognitive uptake of the philosophically-laden content contained within the 

film.  

Much of what Livingston says here may appear to be consistent with what I have 

argued regarding spectator positioning/readiness in response to content represented on 

                                                           
15 Livingston, 49.  



165 
 

 
 

screen. However, it is worth drawing attention to some crucial subtleties in his argument 

that deviate from the kind of approach that I am taking in attempting to effectively describe 

our reactions to morally shocking content in film. First, it is worth noting that he objects to 

a counterargument against his position in support of the “bold thesis” as framed by Smuts. 

Livingston states that Smuts’s example of Sergei Eisenstein’s anti-Christian montage scene 

in October (1928) does in fact rely on a significant amount of theoretical background 

knowledge for one to sufficiently understand that the series of images is in fact expressing 

a specific philosophical position. Instead of supporting the bold thesis, such a scene merely 

“helps convey” what the director himself expresses through the film to a well-situated 

viewer, but it can hardly be said to be conveyed by the film itself. The film, then, works in 

the service of the theoretical vision that transcends any of the images presented themselves. 

As Livingston asks, “what does [the montage] ‘force’ the spectator to think? Very little.”16 

In other words, the cognitive infrastructure has already been contextualized such that this 

particular montage sequence is working within the confines of a broader theoretical 

communicative effort as merely an illustrative supporting device. It is not, therefore, an 

example of philosophy proper or of any kind of new “film philosophy.” I will return to this 

point momentarily, but let me first address the challenge that Livingston issues to any 

remaining proponent of the bold thesis: “If the bold thesis is to be given some genuine 

support, what must be found is a case where a film-maker uses cinematic devices alone 

successfully to formulate and express an innovative and sophisticated philosophical line of 

                                                           
16 Livingston, 27.  
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thought or argument. And that is the requirement that leads to the problem of paraphrase 

and the dilemma argument outlined above.”17 

First, the way in which Livingston dismisses Smuts’s counterargument is worth 

reviewing. In defense of Livingston, the example that Smuts uses from Eisenstein’s 

October certainly is not the best representative of content from which a viewer would come 

to think that any sort of original philosophical argument is being made, although Smuts 

claims that this is theoretically possible if not actually the case.18 Indeed, I would be 

inclined to go as far as to agree with Livingston in suggesting that many people (here he 

refers to his own students) may be quite simply confused by the sequence. All this aside, 

though, what is most significant here is the language Livingston uses to dismiss Smuts’s 

argument. Note that Livingston states that the images do not “force” a viewer to come to 

think of any sort of philosophically significant relationship between them. This use of the 

term “force” here is crucial, for this marks the difference between what can be considered 

to be morally shocking content of the kind that I refer to versus subtler non-morally-

striking images of the kind that Eisenstein uses in his sequence. In other words, moral 

shock films do in a sense “force” their viewers to either watch or look away, and those who 

watch are left in a sort of confused state of moral disorientation. This is not to say, though, 

that they are essentially confused like Livingston’s students in the case of Eisenstein’s 

montage. In fact, I do not think that referring to students in this case is any sort of reliable 

indicator of the strength or lack thereof of a particular series of images in evoking a 

                                                           
17 Livingston, 34. 
18 Smuts maintains that there is a theoretical possibility of not having to have a Marxist background to 
understand this sequence (416).  
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philosophical position.19 This is because, in my view, the images incite or motivate 

philosophizing without presenting a full-fledged argument, unlike Smuts who argues that 

the images themselves are the argument. The strength of the images may be enough to 

destabilize the cognitive processes of a viewer such that they are inclined to think more 

about certain philosophical themes without having them be resolved. In addition to 

Livingston’s solution, this may be a fourth way out of the conflict in setting up the debate 

in terms of the “bold thesis.” 

This fourth way out, then, may be a somewhat indirect response to Livingston’s 

challenge above. While the only way out for proponents of the bold thesis is to demonstrate 

a case in which “a film-maker uses cinematic devices alone successfully to formulate and 

express an innovative and sophisticated philosophical line of thought or argument,” a slight 

misstep of words here opens up a new possibility in conceiving of film as philosophy aside 

from having to either adhere to the linguistic quandaries of the bold thesis or the 

incomprehensible otherworldly ambiguities of the je ne sais quoi Derridean camp.20 The 

portal of possibility opens here with the words “line of thought.” An argument is 

fundamentally different in kind from a line of thought. A line of thought can be considered 

as a deeper thematic reflection on a specific issue that may be sparked by some sort of 

event or reaction to a specific piece of content. As a “line” in contrast to a closed argument, 

it is malleable in its development, but is initiated at a specific point in time as spurred by a 

reaction to, for instance, a scene within a film. An argument, on the other hand, is fully 

developed. An argument, by its nature, may be linear in its progression, but it need not 

                                                           
19 This is not to discredit the merit in showing students certain films or using them as test cases for content. I 
myself have done this to “test” certain ideas, but for such findings to be conclusive, these experiments need to 
be in conducted in a controlled setting. 
20 Smuts refers to this group as proponents of the “super bold thesis” (410).  
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necessarily be so. Perhaps more importantly, by definition, an argument ends with a 

definitive conclusion as resulting from the premises. Earlier, Livingston defines philosophy 

very loosely as “more or less systematic investigative, expressive, and communicative 

activities, at a high level of generality and abstraction, pertaining to the world and our 

knowledge of it; philosophers investigate, discuss, and pronounce upon a range of 

significant, general topics concerning the nature of reality, and, in particular, human action 

and value.”21 Furthermore, he goes on to state, “The privileged, though not exclusive, 

methods that philosophers use in such investigations and communications include 

reasoning and argumentation as well as attention to examples, whether actual or imagined, 

that may be indicative of more general patterns and possibilities.”22 While this is certainly a 

reasonable definition of philosophical exploration, what is notable here is that Livingston’s 

own criteria of argumentation are somewhat less restrictive here than when he is directly 

critiquing the assumptions behind the bold thesis and suggesting possible alternatives. 

While trying to maintain that the bold thesis fails on its own terms, he does not consider the 

fact that it could succeed in alternative terms—in fact, even in his own terms.  

In contrast to the theoretical positions discussed above, I propose that some content 

in film be considered as a precursor or a prompt for alternative lines of thought that are 

different in nature from those discussed in formal or “professional” philosophical 

discourse—not as “reasons to believe” in Smuts’s sense, but as more fundamentally 

undermining reactions rather than positive constructions.23 In other words, certain images 

or scenes can move us to think about things in fundamentally different ways than we 

                                                           
21 Livingston, 12.  
22 Livingston, 12.  
23 Smuts, 412. 
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otherwise would have that are not merely illustrative of already conceptualized 

philosophical theories. Sometimes we need to truly see things to understand their 

significance, and this, to me, is especially clear in cases of trauma. This may not strictly be 

the case with only moral shock films, but moral shock films as I have described them are 

certainly paradigmatic cases of this kind of potential. What provides even more support for 

this alternative approach and its originality is the fact that Livingston himself at the start of 

his project differentiates between the means and the ends in the debate on the philosophical 

abilities of film itself. The means and the ends of philosophy may themselves remain 

linguistically formulable, and this may be something that we cannot escape, hence the 

problems of paraphrase that adherents of the bold thesis fall into. However, the third 

alternative that Livingston proposes is not the sole alternative, for in such cases, film is a 

mere illustrative servant incapable of doing anything more significant in the philosophical 

process. In the case of conceiving of film as a motivator or a kind of Socratic gadfly, such 

content can make us to see the “problem” differently, and thus to construct or deconstruct 

our prior assumptions or arguments in favor of an alternative perspective, leading to the 

development of fundamentally different lines of thought. Here, the illustration is primary 

rather than secondary in the process, and filmmakers need not have a clear philosophical 

vision in mind other than merely wanting to change the established way of thinking in the 

service of more accurately representing reality.24  

It should be noted that Livingston does allow for this possibility when he states that 

“thinking about the issues raised by a cinematic (or other) work of fiction could help a 

                                                           
24 One objection issued by Noël Carroll has been that this might be too loose of a definition of what counts as 
a philosophical contribution. In other words, anything can incite a “line of thought.” My still-rudimentary 
response would be that a response to a complex human interaction is different in kind and more essentially 
connected to the object, especially emotionally so, from a response to, say, a coffee cup or a grass field.  
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philosopher come up with some new hypothesis or argumentative strategy, perhaps by 

giving rise to creative imaginings about patterns of behavior or interaction.”25 Although it 

may seem that this is consistent with what I have to say and generally covers all of the 

philosophical bases in play, I do not think that Livingston gives this alternative type of 

philosophical contribution its due, instead relying on the example of Bergman illustrating 

Aino Kaila’s deeper theoretical views in his own films as a means of simply enriching our 

understanding of human nature. It also appears as though this type of approach is largely in 

line with clarificationist attitudes described in previous chapters, and which I argued 

provide an oversimplified perspective of our understanding of how complex our 

engagement with film can often be. Here, the “new hypothesis or argumentative strategy” 

can be inferred as having already to do with primary assumptions or theoretical 

commitments that one may have prior to engaging with the film in the first place. But some 

films, at least the moral shock films that I describe in this work, seem to be doing more 

than that. In using the term “destabilize,” I mean that they are not merely illustrations of 

human beings in context which may need another “argumentative strategy” to be explained 

away. I am not saying that exposure to such content undermines philosophy itself, but that 

such cases of reflecting on this content can undermine some fundamental assumptions 

about certain broader issues, and the extent to which they can may not be captured by what 

Livingston is proposing here.  

Consider again the example of Theo from Der freie Wille. In watching his life play 

out on screen, there is not really a sense in which one feels as though a new “hypothesis” or 

“argumentative strategy” can been borne out of following his story. Instead, one simply 

                                                           
25 Livingston, 36.  
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feels confused and perplexed, and inclined to think much more deeply about broader issues 

regarding moral judgment of other agents in a complex world. It seems to me that it would 

be an oversimplified assessment to say that we come out after the film thinking that 

rehabilitated rapists “cannot be rehabilitated” or some other such specific principle on the 

moral rightness or wrongness of what took place. Instead, what we are left with is grainier 

picture of what general philosophical principles regarding moral rightness and wrongness 

may not alone effectively be able to capture. At least not yet. I think the problem, then, is in 

the way that there appears to not be much space between being exposed to such content and 

the “hypothesizing” or “argumentative strategizing” that results after the fact. There is no 

“Aha!” moment when watching these films. Instead, we are turned back to the philosophy 

of human nature from a more meta perspective that cuts deeper than merely formulating 

new arguments.  

There may be an objection or concern here regarding whether this qualifies as an 

instance of “doing philosophy,” and here I would most certainly say that it does. While 

seeking out thought experiments and illustrating ideas about potential clashes in human 

nature (as Livingston refers to them) on screen both count as instances of “philosophy in 

film,” I think there is a broader sense in which the philosopher’s task is also to open herself 

up to reality and be willing to see the real, to see what is actually there in the more difficult 

corners of life, especially the moral philosopher. Livingston himself says that (emphasis 

mine) “philosophers investigate, discuss, and pronounce upon a range of significant, 

general topics concerning the nature of reality, and, in particular, human action and value. 

The privileged, though not exclusive, methods that philosophers use in such investigations 

and communications include reasoning and argumentation as well as attention to examples, 
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whether actual or imagined, that may be indicative of more general patterns and 

possibilities.”26 Both the function of the “investigator” and the attention to “possibilities” 

are certainly acknowledged here as part of what a philosopher may be expected to do, 

particularly when engaging with film, but Livingston’s own somewhat conservative 

selection of examples limits him to understanding that the primary or most significant role 

of philosophy in film, as he understands, it is mere illustration of already-accepted or 

endorsed perspectives on human nature, especially with respect to Bergman and his 

understanding of Kaila. While I do not entirely disagree with Livingston, I do think that 

there is more space than he seems to allow to consider just what it means for a philosopher 

to use cinema as a means of “investigating” the real, and what effect doing so could have 

on the supposed “strategies” that they adopt in conceptualizing hard cases such as the 

“immoral” outcast of Theo. In fact, what such films seem to be doing is defying the 

possibility of generalization at all, and perhaps a more attuned philosopher would be more 

receptive to these sorts of particularities.   

Here I think it would be useful, indeed necessary, to introduce a more recent 

perspective on film’s capacity to do philosophy presented by Carroll.27  In “Movie-Made 

Philosophy,” Carroll first establishes the problem by discussing the epistemological limits 

of cinema itself, and differentiating the “philosophy of the moving image proper,” namely 

that of considering questions of ontology (e.g., What is an image?) from the strand of 

                                                           
26 Livingston, 12.  
27 Carroll’s article “Movie-Made Philosophy” is based on a keynote address of the same name delivered at the 
International Conference on Philosophy and Film: Thinking Reality and Time Through Film, Lisbon, 
Portugal, May 8, 2014. Parts of this section were composed based on notes from the original presentation 
which I had attended, and while the article and the presentation contain much of the same content, a 
significant difference that may be relevant here is that some parts of the presentation were not included in the 
article. Therefore, the presentation notes serve as the source for this section.  
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thought in which examinations of philosophy in cinema are considered, reflecting on the 

institutional basis for such a discipline. In this latter tradition, moving pictures are often 

seen (merely) as illustrative. Here he uses several examples indicative of such an approach, 

such as Bergman’s relationship with Kaila as described by Livingston, Werner Herzog’s 

relationship with Jacques Lacan and language (as one who “composes a theoretical grid”), 

and Slavoj Žižek’s thoughts on films. In this sense, philosophy is not original to the motion 

picture itself, but is instead used by the director to demonstrate certain ideas through the 

medium. Carroll then identifies the relatively newer problem of considering whether film 

can produce or “do” philosophy (or how philosophy can be done through film). He 

suggests that this appears to require some sort of bolder thesis, or actually taking a stance 

on a debatable issue rather than simply illustrating ideas or pointing to influences.  

As a specific subset of these kinds of theoretical interests, he then reviews 

“impossibility arguments,” suggesting that skepticism in this respect is quite dominant. He 

then goes on to discuss the ideas of three different philosophers engaged in this particular 

debate: (1) Livingston focuses on fictional narrative cinema, and Carroll interprets him as 

defending a weakened version of the “bold thesis” constructed in order to represent his own 

looser standards of what qualifies as originality. Livingston, in Carroll’s view, believes that 

film “needs language to finish the job;” (2) Murray Smith defends the idea that film can 

provide fictional thought experiments. Philosophy itself can pose counter-examples for the 

sake of cognitive clarity, but film does so merely for the sake of art; (3) Bruce Russell 

argues against film’s capacity to produce or generate philosophy insofar as philosophy is 

conceived as primarily or essentially linguistic, and he presupposes that “an argument” 

must somehow be present in order for the content to qualify as philosophical.   
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Carroll then goes on to draw attention to the meta-philosophical assumptions that 

are grounding each one of these positions. First, he believes that “Livingston sets the bar 

here too high” with respect to having to isolate exclusively cinematic means. Carroll rejects 

the rigid medium specificity requirement and suggests that certain aspects of film such as 

montage that are typically (rather than exclusively) present are sufficient to defend this 

argument. Referring to the “God” sequence also mentioned by Smuts, Carroll rejects the 

problem of paraphrase, maintaining that it really does not seem to be much of a problem at 

all.28 Paraphrase seems to be something that occurs post-interpretation of the original data; 

the meaning is carried in the montage, and Livingston, in Carroll’s view, puts too much 

ontological dependence on the paraphrase. A paraphrase, in this sense, might better be 

understood as a kind of translation. Furthermore, Carroll maintains that the “totally original 

contribution” restriction is too demanding, functioning kind of like a “Draconian standard.” 

Such a contribution might be “too independent for any of us to understand”; instead, we 

should focus more on what qualifies as “original enough.” Ultimately, in Carroll’s view, 

the rigid standard of objectivity is biased in favor of a particularly conservative conception 

of philosophy.   

                                                           
28 It is interesting to note that Smuts has suggested that Carroll’s views are actually in line with those of 
Livingston’s regarding the originality requirement, stating, “Carroll accepts a similar originality requirement 
for any claim that film can do philosophy. He argues that in order for us to say that a filmmaker could do 
philosophy through film, it would have to be possible to make an original contribution to the field. Otherwise, 
the philosophy we might find in a film would most plausibly be mere illustration. In order to do philosophy at 
this level, one must be able to do more than illustrate a pre-existing idea” (Smuts, 411). Here Smuts cites 
Noël Carroll, “Philosophizing Through the Moving Image: The Case of Serene Velocity,” The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 64 (2006): 173-187. Based on “Movie-Made Philosophy,” the dichotomy 
between originality in the sense of making a literary contribution and mere illustration does not seem to be 
one that Carroll adheres to; I mention this to more clearly differentiate Carroll’s view from Livingston’s.  
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Smith, according to Carroll, is guilty of “at best dealing with tendencies,” and 

mentions that some philosophers themselves were not very clear in representing their own 

arguments (such as Nietzsche and Kierkegaard), and that they “may have a motive for 

shrouding their thought experiments in ambiguity” (e.g., Wittgenstein). This connects or 

extends to his criticism of Russell, who seems to ignore philosophical developments in 

experimental argumentation (e.g., Nietzsche’s aphorisms and Wittgenstein’s puzzles). 

Ultimately, he is dismissing the underlying assumptions that “union-certified philosophers” 

make about the nature of philosophy itself and what qualifies as a relevant contribution. 

At this point, Carroll introduces an example of how he thinks cinema can generate 

philosophy (or “movie-made philosophy”). Here he mentions minimalist cinema and Ernie 

Gehr’s 1970 Serene Velocity; the film depicts an “institutional hallway,” and appears to 

only be about the appearance of movement, which is a minimalist condition for film. 

Where is the argument? According to Carroll, “The argument is present in the mind of the 

informed viewer.” In this specific area of revealing truth, Carroll maintains that “most 

professional philosophers would be out of business.” In Carroll’s view, there is a core 

assumption that the primary vehicle of philosophy is language, whereas it could very well 

be “shaped and directed experience...molded” in a certain way. Film, then, can be a kind of 

phenomenological address. The forced effort of a viewer thinking “What’s going on in the 

narrative?” can also draw attention to the “processes of construction” (e.g., Memento); here 

he seems to be further developing his argument for film being able to do the philosophy of 

film specifically. He then suggests that Herzog, through his films, “defamiliarizes life” by 

foregrounding what is important, not by presenting what is commonly the case, but rather 
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by showing what may be “possible but rare.” Finally, he goes on to discuss the minimal 

conditions for philosophy: there just has to be some sort of “philosophical content” there. 

The upshot of Carroll’s argument here seems to be twofold: first, some conceptions 

of philosophy put forth by “union-certified philosophers” may be too stringent, such as 

Livingston’s, and so the potential contributions that philosophy can make outside of rigid 

argumentation are necessarily construed illustrations at best. Indeed, it is clear that Carroll 

is correct to point out that alternative means of “doing philosophy” have been adopted by 

those such as Wittgenstein and Nietzsche. In fact, one might even say that philosophy itself 

by definition involves a kind of transcendence of certain established or rigid paradigms of 

thought. Second, Carroll makes it clear that there are indeed instances in which it is evident 

that film is in a clear sense “doing philosophy,” as is the case with Serene Velocity.  

However, it is here in which the limits of his own valuable progression of the debate are 

made clear. Carroll is focused on showing how the kind of “philosophy” that a film can do 

is in fact “philosophy of film.” That is, certain images in a series of abstraction are 

themselves concerned with demonstrations of ontological possibility in the domain of film 

itself (akin to what Livingston refers to as “possibilities” of thought in terms of philosophy 

proper). While such possibilities are certainly important, little is said here by Carroll about 

moral content in film other than referencing in passing the case of Jean Luc Godard’s A 

Married Woman (1964). Carroll does acknowledge the significance of film with respect to 

moral philosophy elsewhere, most notably in his introduction to Talk to Her, where what 

he says there regarding film’s distinctive contributions bear a striking resemblance to my 
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own views.29 However, what is said is limited to only a few paragraphs, and in the case of 

Talk to Her, the violence is not shown on screen and thus a different treatment of such 

cases may be called for.  

Again, my point would be that while these developments are certainly valuable and 

pushing the debate in areas that better divide and clarify the domain, my interest again is 

not so much in showing that film can “do philosophy” in a robust sense, but that the kind of 

philosophical thinking that it can lead to is especially significant in some cases, deeply 

metatheoretical, and perhaps essentially connected to being exposed to certain content, here 

specifically violent sequences of events that one may not have been exposed to before or 

may not otherwise be able to witness. These are, very importantly, significant moral issues 

that arise in terms of casting judgment on the morality of the decisions that others make, 

both as assailants and as victims. However, in the case of Charlotte, the cheating wife in A 

Married Woman, the moral stakes are not very high. This is a quite common situation in 

which the only people “hurt” emotionally are those entrenched in the relationship. In 

contrast, the severity of violence and the trauma that it causes, in addition and perhaps most 

importantly in the aftermath of the event, are also crucial to consider in demonstrating the 

sheer difficulty in making what one might consider the “right” choices after a particularly 

painful event. This again is not a means of merely illustrating the gravity of a situation, but 

a means by which the significance and complexity of such circumstances is cast into the 

foreground.30 While Carroll does acknowledge this foregrounding possibility of film with 

                                                           
29 These similarities will be expanded on in a future work. See Noël Carroll, “Talk to Them: An 
Introduction,” Talk to Her, ed. Anne Eaton (London: Routledge, 2008). 
30 Carroll disagrees about this interpretation of his use of A Married Woman, instead suggesting that the 
broader theme of concern regards women’s objectification. Even so, this difference in interpretation doesn’t 
necessarily impact the main point of my argument.   
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cases such as Herzog and his representation of the “rare,” sometimes the “rare” is hard to 

watch and has significant implications for moral theorizing. 

Another example might be helpful here to quickly clarify the upshot of this 

discussion and how I view these types of films to be philosophical. Consider the example 

of Jessica M. Thompson’s The Light of the Moon (2017), the painstaking portrayal of a 

woman’s attempt at recovery after the trauma induced by a violent rape. The movie is in no 

way an enjoyable one to watch and carries a significant amount of weight as viewers 

follow Bonnie in her life before the rape takes place and on through the weeks immediately 

following the assault. Bonnie is violently raped on her way home from a work gathering. 

The camera stays focused in front of her on her face as she walks home with her 

headphones on, and then remains there during the assault for approximately three minutes, 

during which she bites her attacker, is struck harshly in the face, and then is forced into the 

wall and raped. To effectively evoke the harsh reality of the scene, the camera then pans 

out to show Bonnie slowly backing up, grabbing her fallen phone, and then staggering 

away to her home in a state of shock. What happens for the rest of the film is similar to the 

case of Elle. Bonnie does not play “the victim” as one might expect her to, and thus scenes 

in which she deals with her trauma by repressing it are exceedingly complex in their brutal 

accuracy. For instance, at one point, Bonnie attempts to joke about the rape to the shock of 

Matt, her boyfriend, who she later refers to as “doing everything right and that’s what’s 

wrong.” The confusion that such a film induces due to our shared experience of Bonnie’s 

assault is effectively conveyed in two scenes at the end, one in which she follows a young 

woman home and assails her for “asking for it,” and the subsequent scene in which she 
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breaks down in the embrace of her best friend Jack while saying, “I don’t even know what 

I’m doing anymore.”  

The end is cloaked in settled ambiguity much like A Married Woman; there is a 

“resolution” with Bonnie returning to Matt after breaking things off and appearing to be 

going to therapy after finally telling her mother about the assault. But the complexity of 

Bonnie’s circumstances sticks with us in a way that is much broader in its implications than 

Godard’s portrait of Charlotte. There is a sense in which Bonnie’s outburst at the young 

woman, or her own “attack” on another, serves as a means of bifurcating the film into two 

sorts of assaults. While she experiences a violent attack at the beginning, the judgment she 

issues upon the woman at the end of the film is also an attack, drawing her own attention 

back to herself and how wrong it is for her to both place blame on the victim and deny that 

she is one. Throughout the film, people close to Bonnie seem to want to say that they do 

not blame her, but they also say things like, “This is why I don’t wear headphones at 

night,” or “How drunk were you?” or “If you could only stop at three drinks…” What we 

come out with at the end is an understanding of just how complicated the process of 

recovery is, but also, just how complex our own judgments of such circumstances and the 

victims who live through them really are. We do not feel as though we now have a better 

understanding of what it is truly like to be fully in Bonnie’s position. Instead, we are less 

inclined to cast judgment on what should or should not take place after such an assault, 

instead understanding that such significant trauma leaves marks, very different marks, on 

each victim that they must deal with in their own way.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, such films can destabilize our perception of 

how we may think moral judgments should be made, and instead lead us into a kind of 
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discomfort or uncertainty when considering our prior oversimplified expectations and 

judgments in contrast to how things actually turn out in such complex situations. Certainly, 

there are moral tales like A Married Woman that have their place in illustrating to us the 

complex fabric of infidelity, but this does not change our judgment of such cases; what 

Charlotte does is still morally wrong. In the case of Bonnie, we feel even more complexity 

because we want to judge several of her actions as morally wrong, but yet we can 

understand how she stands outside of the realm of judgment given that she is the victim of 

such a heinous act. We feel as though we cannot or should not judge her, which is similar 

to how her boyfriend feels when she tells the rape joke. Confronting the woman on the 

street makes her realize that her own actions are in fact “wrong” insofar as she has become 

part of the problem rather than part of the solution. Our position on moral judgment is thus 

destabilized rather than clarified along with Bonnie’s, and a feeling of uncertainty and 

discomfort carries through in watching the film.  

 The Light of the Moon is a film about the process of recovery from trauma, and this 

process is somewhat analogous to the process by which we come to reconceptualize of our 

established philosophical commitments in response to content in film. What first happens 

in the case of moral shock films is that we are exposed to a situation we do not want to 

have to respond to or deal with, and then the subsequent material of the film destabilizes us 

into disorientation regarding what is right or wrong. In fact, nothing seems right or wrong 

in such cases, since they are generally quite hard to manage or deal with in such terms. 

Thus, our simplified understanding of human nature in traumatic circumstances is 

complicated as a result. While it is true that Bonnie’s accosting of the woman on the street 

is certainly wrong, as is the irritation that she directs toward her boyfriend when he is 
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simply trying to help her, we understand her position as a victim who is simply confused, 

which complicates and suspends our judgment of how one “should” act in these 

circumstances. Again, this is not a means of clarification, but rather one of drawing 

attention to the complexity that really seeing and observing certain content can cause when 

making judgments in such circumstances. Surely it may appear to be wrong to act in some 

of the ways that Bonnie does, but human motivation and action after trauma is a puzzling 

sort of agency, and witnessing it on film draws attention to the complexities of moral 

motivation. Is there an argument here? No, but there is a means by which investigation in 

this case leads to more material from which a good philosopher would want to work with 

regardless of how hard it may be to deal with.31 So while Carroll is certainly on the right 

path to thinking that there are alternative ways of thinking of philosophical contributions, 

the kind that he is referring to are different from mine. Furthermore, more refinement in 

terms of the definition of philosophy along the lines that Livingston provides can be 

especially valuable for delineating the importance of “lines of thought” and the 

“investigative” nature of a philosopher’s job, which better contextualizes the philosophical 

relevance of morally shocking content and its value.  

In the next section, I will review another recent alternative “Socratic” approach to 

understanding film as philosophy that is similar to mine in order to further clarify my own 

distinct perspective. In many senses, what I have to say is consistent with the argument 

provided in the recent paper published by Nicholas Diehl called “Socratic Film.”32 In this 

                                                           
31 It may be worth noting that Livingston acknowledges how moral responses to parts in the film are 
necessary for the fiction to work in some cases, but whether such responses have any bearing on the status of 
moral knowledge outside of the film “is simply a separate (and notoriously difficult) philosophical question” 
(183). I consider this dissertation as an attempt to answer such a question.  
32 Nicholas Diehl, “Socratic Film,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 74, no. 1 (2016): 23-34. 
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article, Diehl uses the films of Christopher Nolan to demonstrate how the Socratic elenchus 

is a means by which we can understand the philosophical value of these films. While there 

are parts that are valuable for understanding the contributions of moral shock films, our 

positions deviate from one another in an important way. 

 

“Socratic Film”: Further Understanding and Differentiating the Value of Moral Shock 

 One might be inclined to suggest that when I say that film provokes certain lines of 

thought that what I am referring to in terms of a process sounds very similar to the Socratic 

method employed in Plato’s dialogues. That is, as is well known by most philosophers, 

Socrates functions as a kind of gadfly, provoking his interlocutors to both reveal their own 

predispositions and judgments about certain cases and then radically change their own 

perspectives in philosophically fundamental ways. This view, however, has already been 

pitched and defended by Nicholas Diehl in his article “Socratic Film.” Here, Diehl defends 

an account of a very similar sort of process to the one that I am referring to, ultimately 

arguing that this is a way in which the contributions of film to philosophy can be 

reconceived in terms of such impacts being much more robust than the mere illustration of 

arguments. While I can certainly say that I am on the same page as Diehl in many respects, 

and that his account does help to clarify my own, there is a significant point on which we 

differ in terms of the resolution of such philosophical reflections, and the depth at which 

they impact the viewer in terms of the selected content.  

 Diehl’s concerns in his paper are to show the philosophical value of a certain subset 

of films and the process by which such value is extracted, most notably a selection of 
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Christopher Nolan’s films including Memento (2000), The Prestige (2006), and Inception 

(2010). While there is no question that Nolan’s films as a whole have been the subject of 

extensive debate regarding the philosophical significance of their content, Diehl’s approach 

is unique in demonstrating the connection of the narrative development to the process of 

reflecting on the content in deeply philosophical ways, with the upshot being a further 

understanding of the judgments that one makes regarding others and, ultimately, for 

Socratic purposes, further understanding the self. In other words, engaging with certain 

films in the “prescribed” ways can lead to the sorts of personal insights that also result from 

the Socratic elenchus (or interlocuter questioning) in conjunction with deeper reflection 

post-process. 

 The development of Diehl’s argument involves several steps. In contrast to the way 

in which films are introduced and discussed in this dissertation, Diehl is not so much 

concerned with a particular genre of film as he is with a specific kind of process, which he 

spends the first part of the paper describing. For Diehl, to garner the relevant kind of value 

from certain films, one must engage in a two-fold process of cinematic viewing, the first of 

which involves “extemporaneous” viewing, and the second of which consists of 

“reflective” understanding. In extemporaneous viewing, we make certain judgments about 

characters and their situations that we come, upon reflection, to understand as flawed. But 

this flawed nature is not constitutive of the characters that we see within the film. Instead, it 

is turned upon ourselves in motivating us reflect on how we come to make such judgments 

in the first place, or perhaps in haste. In this sense, the process is similar to the Socratic 

dialogues, in which self-reflection is considered to be the ultimate goal. Diehl then goes 

through the process of discussing three of Nolan’s films that demonstrate, essentially, that 
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things are not as they initially may seem with the characters involved, and that the problem 

is not in what we are being presented with, but instead with the kinds of conclusions that 

we come to in the extemporaneous viewing circumstances without adding on the 

conclusive necessity that these kinds of films call for in terms of reflection. The upshot of 

the philosophical significance of film in these circumstances is therefore described as 

follows:  

…[F]ilmmaking presents an opportunity to create complexities, situations in which 
our initial impressions are in tension with our reflective responses, and film viewing 
presents an opportunity to acquire self-knowledge as we examine the tensions and 
discomforts that we experience.33  

There is certainly something resoundingly true in the way that Diehl describes the process, 

and I have no doubt that these are the sorts of films that can lead one toward understanding 

one’s own misjudgments of others as a character flaw. Indeed, understanding how we make 

erroneous judgments of others can in fact be a valuable insight into the constitution of the 

self as a philosophical agent tasked with making objective determinations. Thus, in the case 

of Memento,34 we may initially sympathize with Leonard and later come to change our 

minds given that, initially, extemporaneous viewing involves “the spontaneous nature of 

emotional responses and the constrained nature of cognitive judgments that occur within 

the prescribed viewing experience.”35 Later, upon reflection, we understand the limits that 

were imposed upon us in the framed constitution of the picture and come to change our 

minds. This gives us insight into both the film as a construct of manipulation and into 

ourselves as somehow being duped by the appearances that we see. This two-fold process, 

                                                           
33 Diehl, 23.  
34 Memento is one of those examples in the literature that has, in my view, been discussed to death, so I’m not 
sure a plot summary is needed here.  
35 Diehl, 24.  
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then, is cognitively valuable insofar as it leads to the upshot of determinate knowledge 

about ourselves and the kinds of judgments that we make. 

I really do not have a problem with the argument that Diehl is making here 

regarding both the process of engaging in these films and the philosophical value of doing 

so. I believe he is right to suggest that at least some films motivate or “prescribe” a two-

fold process in which we extemporaneously engage with the represented content and then 

must reflect on the complexity of that process. The limitations of his perspective in relation 

to my own, however, concern the kind of complexity that he is referring to. Granted, there 

certainly are films of this nature that ask us to question the moral credibility or 

righteousness of protagonists, particularly male ones, who undergo some sort of crisis of 

morality. But, in my view, these films are not sufficiently morally complex to induce what 

I consider an investigative concern into issues that remain somewhat covered up both in 

philosophy and in many of the interactions that we face in our daily lives. While Memento, 

The Prestige, and Inception are certainly laden with philosophically complex perspectives 

of the moral agents involved, what is complicated as a result is our judgment of 

particularities in certain cases and not, say, our judgment of things that may have been 

unreasonably generalized before. Diehl does acknowledge with the example from The 

Prestige that we must attend closely to what we are seeing in a more attuned and 

cognitively focused way that differs from bare perception,36 and that the upshot may be that 

“our moral sympathies were misplaced.” But Diehl is dealing with narrative content as a 

whole in a more simplified way than I am. While there certainly are films like Memento 

                                                           
36 In fact, Diehl maintains that there are clues within the dialogue of The Prestige that indicate how these 
films ought to be watched philosophically: “The line ‘Are you watching closely?’ is repeated several times in 
The Prestige, but the issue is not so much watching closely as it is watching with the right conceptual 
framework in place—not so much about seeing as it is about seeing as” (29). 
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that use reverse narrative format to convey moral complexities of the kind he is referring 

to, a film such as Noé’s Irréversible does the same but with more striking consequences. 

With Memento, we feel the gravity of our judgment regarding the story of an individual’s 

life of poor choices and wrongdoings. With Irréversible, we feel the gravity of trauma and 

its effect on many lives, and how we may have neglected the moral significance of actions 

related to trauma such that we understand that what may have been considered to be wrong 

may actually be somewhat justified in peculiar but ungeneralizable cases. This is not a 

matter of being reflective post-observance and having a kind of bird’s eye view, as Diehl 

refers to it. Instead, it is a matter of simple exposure to a story that makes us realize that 

complexity sometimes cannot be explained away so easily, even with some level of 

reflection.   

Perhaps Diehl, despite the important foundational significance of his approach, is 

missing three things: (1) the open-endedness of the Socratic process, (2) the point at which 

the moral implications of such a process may be profoundly deep, and (3) the notion of the 

originality condition. Perhaps a defining moment of many Socratic dialogues is the fact that 

there is no resolution to the exercise. Consider, for instance, the Theaetetus, in which the 

concept of “justified true belief” is not actually settled upon as a definitive notion of 

knowledge but is instead identified as, perhaps more effectively, a new promising line of 

thought.37 In fact, many of the dialogues seem to end with the understanding that they are 

to continue some other day. I do not, for instance, believe that self-knowledge, as Diehl 

does, is the sole focus of such dialogues, although it may of course be important and an 

                                                           
37 Plato, Theatetus, eds. Bernard Williams and Myles Burnyeat, trans. M. J. Levett (Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1992). The dialogue actually ends with Socrates proclaiming how they ought not, “like a good-for-nothing 
cock, without having won the victory…walk away from the argument and crow.” There is no clear resolution, 
and many lingering questions regarding the nature of knowledge remain for another day.  
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easy way to describe the value of what is happening with these films. Second, Diehl is 

working in terms of a plane in which the moral seriousness of certain actions is on level 

ground; he is not challenging the rightness or wrongness of certain actions or the impact 

that some may have on others, nor is, say, a rapist being reconceived of as less “evil” than 

he may otherwise be. In fact, in Diehl’s examples, what is problematic is that we do not 

have enough information, whereas in my examples, what makes things more complex is 

that we have too much information, and that we cannot go back and unsee things. Finally, 

what Diehl seems to be addressing is that these films are illustrating complex characters in 

interesting situations and morally problematizing our judgment. I do not, however, see how 

original these insights really are in terms of what we learn about how our moral sympathies 

might be “misplaced.” In other words, the self-knowledge we gain seems confined to the 

epistemological limits of the world of the film, and not, say, a lesson in which we could 

apply what we learned to further philosophizing. In fact, he may simply be doing 

philosophy of film in film here and offering up another version of clarificationism. Instead, 

I suggest, as in line with Carroll’s conception of Herzog showing the “rare,” that 

sometimes films can illustrate what has not before been seen, what defies the limits of our 

imaginations, such that we must find paradigmatically new ways of conceptualizing of how 

to categorize individuals in moral terms that we now come to see as emergent possibilities. 

This could be the Socratic undermining without the positive reconstruction of artifice or the 

complete determination of “knowledge” as something that has been gained, but instead as 

innocence and simplicity lost.  
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Conclusion 

 A review of my own interpretation of the landscape of this debate and where my 

own position sits within it will be helpful here as closure and a precursor to the next and 

final chapter before the conclusion. First, I discussed Livingston’s comprehensive 

development of the position against the bold thesis and how he defends what he considers 

to be an illustrative account of how film can work in the service of philosophy. Ultimately, 

Livingston maintains that the conditions of the bold thesis are too strong, and that 

philosophy proper may not be something that film itself can effectively “do.” What is of 

merit in Livingston’s account is that he points to the role of investigating and provoking 

lines of thought as important to philosophy without identifying these as essential or core 

elements in the process of doing philosophy. Thus, it is my contention that not enough 

weight has been given to the fact that while film may not be able to articulate arguments, it 

can in fact be an essential part of the process in provoking original or potentially innovative 

lines of thought, especially with respect to understanding moral judgment and experience-

based agency after traumatic events. I referenced Carroll’s own views on “movie-made 

philosophy” to bolster this need for a broader account of what qualifies as philosophy; 

while Carroll himself limits his own examples to film that reflexively does philosophy of 

itself, I believe that he does support the idea that there is potential for understanding 

alternative ways in which film as a specific medium can contribute to a more enriched 

understanding of philosophy in general.  

 Finally, I address perhaps what can be considered a close resemblance to my own 

account of film’s contributions to philosophy in Diehl’s “Socratic Film.” Diehl correctly 

identifies two parts of the process of watching a film, those involving the extemporaneous 
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and the reflective, and then goes on to support a Socratic conception of being provoked into 

certain modes of reflection on our specifically moral judgment of characters on film. While 

certainly a valuable foundation upon which to contextualize my own thoughts, and while I 

agree with the Socratic gadfly argument, I believe that Diehl’s own account may be too 

conservative in terms of the kinds of philosophical insights such films are said to afford. 

Film can, as Diehl suggests, function as a Socratic gadfly, but the “tensions and 

discomforts” that he refers to have more to do with limitations in perspective in narrative 

structure that are sorted at the end of the film than they do with having a film that leaves 

nothing to the imagination, or one which shows us a side of reality that we may never 

before have seen (or might not otherwise be able to see). Our perspectives, therefore, on 

what film can fundamentally do might be very similar, but the extent to which we hold that 

films can push our moral sensibilities in alternative directions differ. I think that my sense 

of what films can expose us to is more radical of a shift than he thinks possible and may 

involve more destabilizing ways of restructuring our moral categories of judgment.  

 Bearing witness to experiences of trauma and those in unusual moral circumstances 

on film remain at the core of what I think requires more consideration in theories of moral 

judgment and the evaluation of the rightness and wrongness of certain actions. I think that 

moral shock has the capacity to get us to see things we might otherwise never have seen, 

and not only to learn things about ourselves but also about the broader structure of moral 

judgment and decision making in complicated individual circumstances that may otherwise 

be difficult to discuss. In a world in which retribution, revenge, and anger are almost 

immediately cast aside as immoral reactions, complexity remains a value in drawing 

attention to just how important these “immoral” realities can be, and how film can expose 
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us not only to how certain wrongs may be “right,” but how such determinations are 

exceedingly so difficult to generalize about, lending further support to moral particularism. 

Such content is not itself be a robust form of theorizing, instead functioning as a precursor 

to a new line of thought about, first and foremost, what qualifies as the material from which 

we theorize from. 

 The task here is not to provide a comprehensive theory of moral judgment 

regarding agents in extreme circumstances such as those in Deliverance or Der freie Wille. 

The point is to show that whatever moral standard of judgment we may adhere to, these 

commitments are often thrown out the window when we are exposed to cases of trauma 

that affect us to the core of who we are. In addition, judgments about those who commit 

misdeeds may be inapt if they do not accurately reflect the humanity behind them, and both 

the humanizing and dehumanizing of agents is at the core of narrative structure and 

development. Moral shock in response to cinematic content is philosophically valuable 

insofar as it can undermine established paradigms of thought that may rest on limited 

perspectives of reality. What remains to be shown is whether such a value is aesthetically 

or artistically relevant to the value of film qua film, and whether it is a value distinct from 

that which other media such as literature can possess. These issues regarding distinctions of 

value will be addressed in the next and final chapter before the conclusion.   
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CHAPTER 7 

MORAL COMPLEXITY AS A CINEMATIC VALUE 

 

Introduction 

 In this final chapter, I seek to address some lingering issues regarding the “value” 

of what constitutes “moral shock.” First, I deal with the distinction between aesthetic value 

and artistic value, both broadly construed, with the objective of more specifically defining 

what would be the value of such films in terms of their structural form as narrative art (and 

also, to some extent, their mal-structure or deviant structure). What this means is that 

instead of focusing on abstractions like the “aesthetic” and the beautiful, which is just one 

branch of inquiry within the expansive range of issues in philosophical aesthetics, I focus 

on a broader notion of what constitutes artistic value that is inclusive of what I believe the 

upshot of moral shock to be, that being the cognitive value of complexity in terms of a 

deconstructive conceptual process rather than a constructive propositional approach to 

building knowledge. Thus, I will provide a bit of a background of the discussion of the 

cognitive value of the arts as a means not of resolving the debate on whether this 

constitutes an “aesthetic” value in the proper sense, but instead to show how a modified 

interpretation of this value can be conceptualized more modestly as an artistic value that at 

least some narrative forms of art can possess.  

With this end in mind, in the following section, I clarify what I mean by 

“complexity” in relation to cognitive value. What I want to suggest is that it is not 

necessarily the case that anything is gained in terms of an agent’s understanding of 

epistemically legitimized principles or generalizations after watching these films, 
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particularly about moral character or the process of making moral judgments. Instead, there 

is a sense of emotional complexity that leads to a kind of loss of cognitive simplicity, or a 

loss of innocence regarding what we may have thought was relatively easier to understand. 

This, I suggest, is a kind of negative epistemic value rather than a positive one. In other 

words, no new information is gleaned or no new cognitive principles in terms of morality 

(or general understandings thereof) can be cashed out as a value of such films. Instead, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, the film functions as a gadfly in the sense of simply 

reorienting our direction of thought into new spaces that may require further 

conceptualization; in other words, the process of engaging with such films is a means of 

making ourselves vulnerable and open to demonstrations of alternative pictures of reality 

and its complex possibilities.    

 Next, following the constitution of morally shocking content as a value of film, I 

then go on to examine the ways in which such content and the reaction it elicits could 

possibly be accomplished by literature. First, to further isolate the genre of moral shock in 

its treatment of trauma, I contrast representations of morally shocking content in the 

Marquis de Sade’s The 120 Days of Sodom with paradigmatic cases of moral shock in 

order to show that even though some may consider such works to be “morally shocking,” 

any literary work that describes violent events or traumatic content does not do so in the 

same way or with the same cognitively ambitious intentions. Defending medium specificity 

has been said to be an argument that is difficult to make, and I choose not to make it here; 

instead, I argue that the burden of proof would be on a literary enthusiast to show an 

example of a work that can elicit the same sort of immediate and shocking reaction. In 

other words, while we may have some of the same feelings to descriptions or portrayals of 
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certain events in both film and literature, the experience of moral shock is different in kind 

and structured in a distinct context of engagement (perhaps due to the visual medium of 

film). To further bolster my support for the difficulty that literature may have in eliciting 

this response, I extend my range of examples to include James Dickey’s literary version of 

Deliverance. I argue that while the novel still does include exemplars of morally shocking 

content in literature, it certainly does not leave us with the same lingering thoughts that the 

experience of watching the film does. I do this by comparing the same parts of the novel 

and the film, arguing that my reaction to both was variable based on differences in the 

ways in which the circumstances were described or portrayed. At risk of bias based on my 

own perspective, I also discuss the possibility of a psychological experiment to be 

developed (future work to consider) in which participants must differentiate and compare 

their responses to both in a more controlled setting (a case in which cognitive science and 

philosophy would merge, but nonetheless another work beyond the scope of this 

dissertation).  

 

Aesthetic and Artistic Value 

 When the concept of “aesthetic” value proper comes to mind, many ideas may be 

associated with it, but perhaps primarily in the philosophy of art might be Immanuel Kant’s 

treatment of beauty in his third critique, the Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790).1 

Here, Kant argues that beautiful objects must be judged such that they are viewed as ends 

                                                           
1 Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, ed. Paul Guyer, trans. Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). A comprehensive treatment of all issues regarding aesthetic 
value is beyond the scope of this dissertation. Here I begin with Kant not because his view is the established 
one, but more so because of its foundational role in the literature.   
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in themselves, an act that involves the free play of the faculties or imagination. More 

specifically, beauty is defined as “the form of the purposiveness of the object, insofar as it 

is perceived in it without representation of an end.”2 Kant’s examples in many senses are 

related to “beautiful flowers, of beautiful furnishings, of a beautiful view…”3 without 

concrete application to objects of art, although many have worked in the service of 

showing how his reflections on judgment are relevant to artworks as well. Not to suggest 

that Kant’s insights are not important, but “aesthetic judgment,” while widely influenced 

by his thoughts on the subject, has become an almost convoluted issue due to the vague 

sense in which such a concept is often defined (perhaps Kant did in fact articulate it in the 

best possible way). Let it be noted here, though, that what Kant has to say with respect to 

affect and judgment and the narrative arts will be mentioned later on in this chapter, for it is 

specifically relevant to that kind of case.  

In his brief essay “History of Modern Aesthetics,” Paul Guyer attributes the 

development of the modern sense of the term “aesthetics” as also referring to “the 

philosophy of art” to Alexander Gottleib Baumgarten and, more specifically, Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Arts.4 In Guyer’s view, while 

certain strands of thought in the analytic philosophy of art are valuable for examining 

actual works of art and their philosophical significance, the philosophical theorizing about 

them “has taken both the very existence of the field of aesthetics and its post-eighteenth 

                                                           
2 Kant, 120; 5: 236. 
3 Kant, 117; 5: 232-3.  
4 Paul Guyer, “History of Modern Aesthetics,” The Oxford Handbook of Aesthetics, ed. Jerrold Levinson 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). See also Alexander G Baumgarten, Aesthetica/Ästhetik, ed. 
Dagmar Mirbach (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2007), and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Aesthetics: 
Lectures on Fine Art, trans. T.M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975); Livingston also mentions Hegel as 
an important proponent of the view that works of art should be appreciated or valued properly as ends in 
themselves (5).  
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century identification with the philosophy of art pretty much for granted.”5 There is now 

what is acknowledged to be a very clear line in the philosophical sand: those concerned 

with issues in the philosophy of art may borrow from earlier developments in the 

eighteenth century, but isolated concerns with beauty and the “aesthetic” features of an 

object are of a different domain. In other words, some such as Guyer may believe that their 

best treatment would be conducted via a focus on the history of philosophy as opposed to a 

more situated view from the present.6  

These claims were important in 2005, and over a decade later, the discipline is still 

exceedingly divided, but perhaps along much different lines than these earlier ones. The 

philosophy of art today is an exceptionally complex field of inquiry laden and entrenched 

with an increasingly broad range of perspectives on a myriad of different issues. The 

reason for discussing this may seem tangential, but the philosophy of art is the foundation 

from which the philosophy of film as it is being practiced in this dissertation is situated, 

and therefore it is important to at least contextualize this project within this domain to most 

effectively determine what constitutes a “value” in the relevant sense. Therefore, one of the 

more relevant understandings of the value of the arts for these purposes has been defended 

by Robert Stecker.  

Stecker makes the distinction between different levels of inquiry regarding aesthetic 

and artistic value, especially in terms of how each is determined and how they are 

essentially related issues. He neatly divides the terrain into a collection of issues involving 

                                                           
5 Guyer, 26.  
6 Paul Guyer, “History of Aesthetics” (Class Lecture, University of Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania, PA, Fall 
2008).  
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what he refers to as meta-aesthetic, ontological, and normative branches.7 According to 

Stecker, “The first of these concerns the nature of a judgment of artistic value. The second 

concerns the nature of such value itself. The last concerns the core question of what is 

artistically valuable about art, and how one brings the various valuable features of a work 

to bear in arriving at an evaluation of the work.”8 Concerning ontological issues, after 

surveying the terrain, Stecker maintains that it is value “for its own sake” that is ultimately 

agreed upon as aesthetic, and that such value has some subjective upshot in terms of 

affording a pleasurable experience. It has been exceedingly difficult to determine what “for 

its own sake” amounts to, but it has conventionally been demarcated against what would 

constitute “instrumental value.” This leads to a discussion of the normativity of constituting 

aesthetic value, in which two lines of thought can be identified. On the one hand, aesthetic 

value is thought to be constitutive of artistic value, an approach associated with formalist 

views such as those of Clive Bell’s.9 Some variable core values include sensory presence, 

attention to content and character, a meta-response, and even a certain degree of 

complexity. In contrast stands cognitive value, which, in Stecker’s view, is best understood 

as a complement to aesthetic value in the constitution of artistic value as a distinct mode of 

appreciation. Having the “aesthetic,” then, being defined as entirely artistic would be too 

restrictive. Therefore, artistic value is best understood as constituting something a little 

different. 

While the debate on these issues is subtle and would require extensive treatment on 

its own in other contexts, for my purposes here, I take the position that the value that film 

                                                           
7 Robert Stecker, “Value in Art,” The Oxford Handbook of Aesthetics, ed. Jerrold Levinson (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005): 307.  
8 Stecker, 307.  
9 Clive Bell, Art (London: Chatto & Windus, 1914).  
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affords is perhaps properly thought of as artistic in the technical sense and cognitive in the 

sense of providing some sort of insight on morality. Before moving on to a discussion of 

specifically cinematic values and the relevant issues in the philosophy of narrative art, there 

is something critical that Stecker suggests that is relevant to my objectives regarding the 

dismantling of assumptions of “pleasure” in determining aesthetic value: 

…it is arguable that there are experiences properly thought of as aesthetic and 
valued for their own sake but not felicitously thought of as pleasurable (Anderson 
2000; Levinson 1997). Some art tries to create shock or disgust, or reveal what is 
normally concealed…Such art is not always purely conceptual, offered simply for 
the ideas it contains, but rather provides a vivid perceptual experience.10 
 

I find this passage especially interesting as this may point to a way in which the value of 

moral shock films can be described, but yet what I am trying to say is not quite as simple as 

this passage may suggest. While certainly such experiences of moral shock may offer a 

“vivid perceptual experience,” the value of such is best not conceptualized as value for its 

own sake, but instead in terms of its place within both the context of the film as an entirety 

and as part of the process of further theorizing about moral issues. Holistically, then, such 

vivid perceptual experiences can be an essential part of contributing to the overall value 

that the work has to afford both in terms of an aesthetic merit such as unity, but its value 

should also be thought of in terms of its cognitive contributions as a theoretical destabilizer 

as well.  

As Noël Carroll has stated in his discussion of the issue of film’s status as art, “Film 

and philosophy first encounter each other over the issue of whether or not film can be an 

artform.”11 Problems have arisen in the literature on film regarding the critical association 

                                                           
10 Stecker, 313.  
11 Noël Carroll, “Introduction,” Philosophy of Film and Motion Pictures, eds. Noël Carroll and Jinhee Choi 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006): 7. 
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of film with photography in its earlier development along with the limitations of 

representational content and intentionality (discussed by Roger Scruton) as well as 

concerns over what it is like to view film “for its own sake” (notably addressed by Dominic 

McIver Lopes).12 While many of these arguments regarding the aesthetic value of film are 

directed in some way at film as a form of photography and are not strictly important for my 

own purposes, it is worth noting that Carroll debunks such limitations by suggesting that 

real rather than ideal photography is in fact representational in terms of the transparency of 

stylistic differences, and that we can appreciate photographic images in their own 

distinctive non-cinematic way. Ultimately, Carroll’s main point is that film differs 

fundamentally in kind from photography in terms of the fact that it has “many more 

dimensions than a photographic one.”13 These arguments aside, Carroll’s main point is that 

the landscape is continuously changing with respect to what counts as art.14 Opponents to 

such a broadening of perspective are therefore somewhat conservative in their leanings. 

What essential value, then, does film have that sets it apart from other media? According to 

Arthur C. Danto, “a film achieves something spectacular, not merely by showing what it 

shows, but showing the fact that it is shown; giving us not merely an object but a 

perception of that object, a world and a way of seeing that world at once; the artist’s mode 

of vision being as importantly in his work as what it is a vision of.”15 While such a 

perspective can be considered to be valuable in determining how we interpret the value of 

film, medium essentialism is not necessarily a productive line to follow since film is such a 

                                                           
12 See Roger Scruton, “Photography and Representation,” Critical Inquiry 7, no. 3 (1981), 577-603 and 
Dominic McIver Lopes, “The Aesthetics of Photographic Transparency,” Mind 112, no. 447 (2003), 433-48. 
13 Carroll, 15.  
14 Carroll, 17.  
15 Arthur C. Danto, “Moving Pictures,” in Philosophy of Film and Motion Pictures, eds. Noël Carroll and 
Jinhee Choi (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 111.  
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malleable form, as is the case with other media as well.16 In other words, to say that there is 

something distinctive that all films as films can be valued for may be an exceedingly 

difficult position to defend. 

This takes us back to the first chapter after the introduction where I identify genre 

specificity, and the third in which I discuss interpretation. Perhaps very loosely, then, one 

could say that the value of moral shock films may be aesthetic in the artistic sense, but 

more specifically, the value may be cognitive. Is this, then, a distinctively cinematic kind of 

cognitive value? Although Carroll and others would be inclined to suggest that 

generalizations of this form about all film would not work, there may be something of 

merit to the idea that appropriately sensitive perception of these scenes on screen leads to 

the derivation of a distinctively cinematic cognitive value. The cognitive value of film first 

needs further clarification before this position can be adequately defended. Most 

discussions on the cognitive values of the arts have revolved around literature, but 

literature’s narrative connection with film serves as a bridge by which these two 

attributions of value can be brought closer together and clarified.  

 

Cognitive Complexity as a Value of Art and Film 

 My main contention, then, is that there is a certain kind of complexity that one 

becomes aware of in response to the content presented in some kinds of films that gives 

rise to further philosophical reflection. My argument is that this incitement of reflection is 

essentially connected not to film as a medium entirely, but to certain kinds of films given 

                                                           
16 See Noël Carroll, “Forget the Medium!” Engaging the Moving Image (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2003), 1-9. 
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the way in which they present violence and its aftermath, usually in a bifurcated sense in 

which a character endures some kind of shocking event and is subsequently muddled in 

confusion regarding his or her own circumstances. This leads to a restructuring of our own 

modes of judgment and our own conceptions of how moral judgments should be connected 

to how we perceive others, or moral perception in general, which was discussed earlier. 

First, I will connect this idea to the existent literature on the cognitive value of narrative art 

to see if some sort of precedent for this type of reaction has been established there. In this 

section, I will briefly review the dominant view on the possibility of cognitive value 

espoused by Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen and several arguments regarding its 

merits and limitations. I will then discuss the contributions of Susan Feagin (also discussed 

in Chapter 3 on interpretation) to further bolster and differentiate what it is that I mean with 

respect to the value of moral shock (although Feagin’s theory comes close to mine with 

specific reference to literature, there are some important differences). In the next section, 

these developments will once again become relevant when I differentiate between the 

contributions of literature and film with respect to representations of morally shocking 

content.  

 In Truth, Fiction, and Literature, Lamarque and Olsen maintain that literature 

opens up an incredibly broad array of possibilities in terms of our capacity to become 

immersed in the narrative development of what others experience.17 While a significant 

part of the book deals with the particularities concerning definitions of fiction and truth 

conditions, cognitive value with reference to narrative art is defined in terms of truth-

                                                           
17 Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen, Truth, Fiction, and Literature: A Philosophical Perspective 
(New York: Oxford/Clarendon Press, 1994). 
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functional propositions that are entertained with respect to their epistemic validity. What is 

distinctive about their point of view is that while literature is maintained to be functioning 

against the world as an imaginative opening of opportunities for further reflection, issues of 

truth remain essentially distinct as operatives outside the domain of literary appreciation. In 

other words, the epistemic legitimacy of what we “learn” through fiction is similar in kind 

for Lamarque and Olsen to what Livingston suggests we can “learn” through film in terms 

of propositional content. Literature may be explorative in nature, but the propositional 

content extracted does not contribute in a substantive way to what we could consider as 

knowledge. Thus, Lamarque and Olsen take what Berys Gaut refers to as a “nuanced anti-

cognitivist” stance in terms of attributing cognitive value to literature, adhering to a “no-

truth” theory of literary value focused on imaginative possibilities rather than on the 

confirmation of truth conditions.18 Institutionally, then, the consequence of such an 

approach is that the field of literary interpretation and appreciation ought not to be 

concerned with the rigid epistemic truth or falsity of the content contained in literary 

works. 

 Some have argued against the notion that propositional content cannot be a 

legitimate cognitive value of art,19 and in particular, Gaut has an interesting way of 

summarizing the value of Lamarque and Olsen’s position. In Gaut’s view, Lamarque and 

Olsen’s theory can be defined in terms of the notion that “the truth of a work’s claims is 

never relevant to the literary merit of the work. To adopt the literary stance to a work is to 

adopt an expectation of literary aesthetic value in the text, and this in turn involves seeking 

                                                           
18 Berys Gaut, “Art and Knowledge,” The Oxford Handbook of Aesthetics, ed. Jerrold Levinson (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 447-8. 
19 See, for instance, M. W. Rowe, “Lamarque and Olsen on Literature and Truth,” The Philosophical 
Quarterly 47, no. 188 (1997): 322-41. 
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in the work the humanly interesting content which has complex and coherent form.”20 

However, in Gaut’s and Rowe’s points of view, such a perspective of the non-truth 

viability of the content distorts how we really do engage with certain points of view in 

literature. In other words, it places too rigid restrictions on literary criticism as it is actually 

practiced. This objection is based on the idea that we often engage with works with a view 

to how the perspective with which we identify when reading resembles how things are in 

real-life circumstances in some important way. The focus on truth as a measure of 

epistemic legitimacy, then, is again too constrictive of what counts as “knowledge” or even 

a relevant “insight” and consequently strips literature of a lot of its meaning to our lives. 

 Again, there may not be enough room here (nor would it be appropriate in terms of 

context) to do full justice to a position that has the strength to secure a space for literature 

that at least allows for imaginative possibilities in fiction to provide insights that are not 

shrouded in what constitutes “truth” in a conservative epistemic sense. Such an extensive 

examination is for another place and time, but I think there are profound similarities 

between the limitations on conveying new “truths” that Lamarque and Olsen place on 

literary engagement and those that Livingston places on film with respect to its capacity to 

make philosophical contributions. Both adhere to unduly restrictive senses within which 

certain practices or responses qualify as “knowledge” or substantive philosophical 

contributions, yet both also want to emphasize the enrichment that we gain from our 

interaction with the content in such works. I believe that part of the reason why such views 

are met with a certain level of skepticism is because the two commitments seem 

incommensurable at their very core. It seems exceedingly difficult to adhere to the position 

                                                           
20 Gaut, 447.  
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that literature or film can somehow broaden our perspectives without cashing out such 

contributions in a robustly epistemic way. More specifically, I think the problem lies 

precisely in bridging the gap between experiencing different ways of stepping into certain 

perspectives and having to define such experience in academically established and 

institutionally legitimated modes of discourse. Instead of the philosophical work here 

functioning as a means of translation, it might be most effective, then, to dissolve the 

apparent need to bridge the divide and instead see it as a process by which one mode 

comes to be transferred to the other. In other words, it may be difficult to establish a point 

at which what we see becomes knowledge during our interaction, or afterwards, decisively 

so, and in some cases, positive knowledge is not the result. Instead, negative undermining 

might be the result such that what we are encountering is a destabilizing of perspectives. I 

see no end to the resolution of attempts at bridging such a gap, which is why it might be 

more important or valuable to see it as a comprehensive process. 

 Consider a non-literary/cinematic example of what I mean here by epistemic 

undermining, destabilizing, and negative value. Suppose Sarah, a pre-school student, is 

predisposed to believe, based on experience, that 20 is the last number. No collection of 

toys that she has in terms of a group amass to a number above 20, and the pattern has been 

reinforced when she specifically asks her mother, “Mom, is 20 the last number?” to which 

her mother responds with, “Yes,” given that she was busy at the time and not really paying 

that much attention to the potential significance of the query.21 Sometime later, Sarah 

discovers her brother’s Lego blocks, and after playing for some time, bundles pieces into 

                                                           
21 I don’t mean for this to sound neglectful since this was actually my mother who said this to me and she was 
quite busy at the time. She also apologized later for her part in confirming the “truth” of my fallacious world 
view.   
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collections of 20 to sort through them. Sarah’s older brother Frank discovers Sarah’s 

patterned behavior and asks her, “What are you doing?” Sarah replies, “I’m numbering the 

blocks.” Frank asks her what she means and why she has chosen groups of 20, and Sarah 

indicates, after some reflection, that she cannot count past 20 quite simply because 20 is the 

last number that can be counted to. “But Sarah,” Frank says in jest, “20 is not the last 

number.” Sarah is astounded and cannot believe what she is hearing. This paradigm shift 

that Sarah experiences is not simply a matter of adding on numbers to the groupings that 

she already has. Instead, Sarah remains confused for some time, and even begins to cry. 

Frank’s negation of her structural point of view here has left Sarah in almost a complete 

state of disarray. There is no immediate positive value to such a statement, or any purported 

extension of enlightenment in what Frank himself says. Instead, Frank has simply 

complicated the picture for Sarah, leaving her to grasp epistemically for how to make sense 

of this new world that has opened up, one which is much more confusing to understand at 

first sight. This complication, though, is also valuable insofar as it facilitates moving Sarah 

in a better direction (even if that direction itself is not intrinsically a part of what Frank 

himself has said).  

 Now consider a moral value example. Jimmy, a child of sound moral upbringing, 

believes that stealing in all circumstances is morally wrong. Having been taught this as a 

young child almost from birth, he sees no reason to change his perspective now. One day at 

school, Jimmy’s friend Dan discovers that he has “lost” his jacket. Dan immediately 

becomes upset since his family does not have a lot of money; his mother had indicated to 

him just how much was spent on the jacket and that he needed to preserve it for as long as 

possible. Jimmy tries to console Dan, and suddenly notices that Jacob, another classmate, is 
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wearing Dan’s jacket. Jimmy confronts Jacob, but Jacob denies that the jacket was stolen 

from Dan. Frustrated, Jimmy tells the teacher what happened in his point of view, but the 

teacher tells Jimmy that Jacob must be believed since there is no evidence to the contrary. 

Jimmy asks Dan if there are any markings that would indicate that it was his. “Yes,” Dan 

says. “There is a red patch on the inside of the jacket where my mom repaired a tear.” 

Jimmy then approaches Jacob to ask about the tear, but he vehemently refuses to show the 

inside of the jacket. Once again, the teacher picks Jacob’s side on this, indicating that there 

is still no evidence that the jacket was Dan’s. 

 Both Jimmy and Dan are immensely frustrated. They have sought the aid of the 

teacher, who was of no help, and Dan is afraid of upsetting his mother by losing the jacket. 

Thus, the boys decide to steal the jacket back. Once inside the school and after some time 

staking out the situation, Jimmy approaches the closet, sees the red patch, and stealthily 

steals the jacket from Jacob’s possession. He then discretely offers it back to Dan. When 

Jacob discovers the jacket is missing, he angrily looks over at Jimmy and Dan, but much to 

their surprise, does nothing and does not even consult the teacher. It seems as though he 

may have given up, or at least admitted his guilt in some way.  

 The problem here is that Jimmy then experiences a kind of moral crisis. While he 

always thought that any kind of stealing was wrong, he is surprised at how his own 

frustration led him to defy what he believed to be the right moral orientation to rectify a 

greater good. Jimmy is of course too young to understand the theoretical implications of his 

emotions and the resulting actions in terms of the rift between deontologists and 

consequentialists. But again, these particular circumstances have no real positive epistemic 

value here. Jimmy is quite simply left confused. Perhaps if asked before about a similar 
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hypothetical situation, things may have seemed easy to resolve, but these circumstances 

and the complexity of his own response have left him in a state of moral disarray. Again, 

this is part of a process. Eventually, Jimmy will come to learn that there are exceptional 

cases that require more fine-tuned and particular moral judgments to be made. While this 

example is of course a juvenile and elementary one, this would be the same sort of process 

I am referring to that we undergo in instances of trauma that is especially highlighted in 

films so that those of us who do not undergo (thankfully) such circumstances can begin to 

understand just how important it may be to consider these in-the-heat-of-the-moment 

decisions and how they change our moral compass entirely. Again, a broadening of 

perception may not inform us in a clearly constructive way but may instead deconstruct our 

epistemic architecture in innovative ways, leaving us to pick up the pieces via further 

theorizing.   

 On the purported value of such experiences, I am inclined to consider this a 

cognitive value but only if the domain of the cognitive includes a process-based account of 

how we come to restructure our knowledge and interactions in the world around us. That is, 

cognitive value may not always need to be explained in terms of what are conventionally or 

conservatively considered as epistemically legitimate propositional content or arguments. 

One alternative proposed in response to our appreciation of literature and its value has been 

suggested by Susan Feagin in terms of how the value of fiction lies in “expand[ing] one’s 

imaginative capacity and one’s capacity for emotional control.”22 However, Feagin 

differentiates this as a “distinctively aesthetic defense” that is a separate issue from 

                                                           
22 Susan Feagin, Reading with Feeling: The Aesthetics of Appreciation (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1996): 239. Also note that Feagin’s perspective is discussed in Chapter 3 as well.  
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defining the value in terms of the “knowledge or moral understanding gained thereby.”23 In 

this sense, Feagin may also be falling into the same trap of narrowly construing the 

domains of what counts as a cognitive contribution, since it seems as though there would 

be some epistemic value in the kind of experiences that she is referring to, especially in 

terms of exercising and learning about emotional control.24  

 Again, this all harkens back to what I consider to be a somewhat skewed or 

distorted notion of what really happens when we engage with certain works that destabilize 

our moral orientation. Now certainly there is a significant number of works that expand our 

sensibilities and allow us to become more flexible with respect to what we perceive. And 

certainly, the more works we engage with that invite us to respond to or deal with difficult 

issues, the more likely we are to understand the world and its complex fabric in enlightened 

ways. This view, though, may still seem to be a form of clarificationism (although not to be 

identified with Carroll’s own species which works with a specific set of examples). But 

again, the problem arises as to how complexity as unsolved within a film requires further 

cognitive work and philosophical reflection to make things make sense, even if (or perhaps 

because) we have the flexibility to be able to deal with the content in question. Thus, one 

must be prepared not only to see things from a different perspective, but to see things from 

a different perspective or to see content that one quite simply does not want to see. 

Furthermore, one must also be prepared not only to have one’s perspective “shift,” in 

                                                           
23 Feagin, 239. 
24 Feagin makes it clear that she is not concerned with conventional notions of cognition when she states, 
“Thus, it is not the intellectual or cognitive merits of fiction for which I argue; neither is it the strength 
implied by the analogy with muscles. My argument concerns the affective side of our minds, rather than the 
intellectual, and its flexibility rather than its strength” (242). There is definitely room here to say that my 
position is consistent with hers, but I don’t think hers may have been pushed as far as I may have wanted to 
push it.  
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Feagin’s terms,25 but to have it destabilized in more radical ways. Thus, to come to see a 

rapist such as Theo in a partially positive light is not really a shift or a stretch of the 

imagination, but instead, something that makes us feel destabilized, as though how we are 

reacting is somehow wrong and right. Things do not simply flow in the way they might if 

we read a novel with a morally problematic and unreliable narrator whose perspective is 

intentionally limited, as in the case with Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita.26 To say that our 

imagination may have been stretched does not settle the unease we may feel with how our 

engagement here applies to the judgments we make as a whole outside of the world of the 

work. Additionally, while observing Bonnie’s experiences after the assault in The Light of 

the Moon, there is a sense in which we do feel as though our imaginative capacities are 

being stretched in difficult ways to understand what it is like to be in such circumstances, 

but there is also an important sense in which we step back and take note of the complexity 

of our own judgments of Bonnie’s behavior, at times questioning the moral appropriateness 

of some of her actions and even sometimes being shocked by some of her responses. The 

broader implications extend beyond our capacity to understand what it is like. Instead, our 

troubling emotional experiences incline us to stay on the content a little longer and consider 

its broader significance for how we ought to reconsider the judgments that we make outside 

of the theater and how they may be conditioned by perceptual content in critical ways.  

 An objection might be that this is just mere semantics, and that there is nothing 

wrong with referring to such developments in engagement as modes of clarification. This 

may be true to a degree, but again, consider a film such as Deliverance. To say that our 

                                                           
25 This position will be discussed more below in the next section specifically with respect to literature.  
26 Vladimir Nabokov, Lolita (New York: Vintage, 1955). What I mean here is that Humbert Humbert may in 
fact be morally deplorable with respect to his treatment of Dolores (Lolita), but our judgment in this respect 
isn’t confused or destabilized.  
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imaginations have been stretched certainly is accurate, but this would still underestimate 

the lingering feeling that we have in terms of something being wrong with the way in 

which we sometimes envisage such issues to be simpler than they are. Consider responses 

such as, “I would have shot the guy,” contrasted with the perspectives of those individuals 

in the scene such as Ed who clearly would not or cannot do so. We tend to say that we 

would or could have done certain things without really reflecting on the significance that 

such circumstances and decisions would have in determining a specific outcome on the rest 

of our lives and those of others as well. I think this qualifies as a complicating and 

destabilizing step toward further clarification, so if the term clarification is to be used, it 

must refer to the ends rather than the means, and here narrative art would be the means. 

Does this mean that art is instrumental? No, for stretching our minds in this way is an 

important step in the process of both appreciating the work in question and later 

restructuring our belief systems. But to refer to the entire process as clarificatory, or to say 

that this is not a cognitive value solely because the upshot has not yet been achieved or 

translated into propositional content, seems to be missing an important potentiality of the 

work in question. 

 Let it be said that I do believe that the work of Lamarque, Olsen, and Feagin on 

showing the value, indeed the aesthetic value, of broadening our perspectives, activating 

the imagination, and shifting our cognitive framework in terms of emotional responses 

such as empathy are important, but I do not feel as though such value should be severed 

from the cognitive domain. Again, I maintain that the connection with cognitive value can 

be established by means of seeing a kind of overlap during some period of time between 

the aesthetic engagement with film and the processes of philosophically analyzing one’s 
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own responses to what one is being presented with and their value in terms of restructuring 

our prior commitments regarding how we perceive moral judgment and decision making. 

In other words, both aesthetic engagement and cognitive attention are activated at a specific 

point in time, which leads to a flurry of responses that conflict until the end of the film, 

after which point they can then begin the be resolved with further theorizing. So while 

there certainly may be a conceptual distinction between aesthetic and cognitive value, 

sometimes there is a practical issue of differentiating clearly between the two when 

engaging with a work of art. What is cognitively valuable extends beyond the film but is 

intrinsically connected to it, just like the rest of a victim’s life is intrinsically connected to 

the trauma she endures. This may not be essentially cinematic value, but it is distinct in its 

perceptual and experiential value nonetheless, for film, and especially film, can show us the 

things we do not want to see, and make us really witness their consequences in ways that 

we may not have wanted to consider. 

 So, again, is this a cognitive value of art? I believe that this is a different species of 

“cognitivism” in the aesthetics of film (I hope that these connections have been established 

earlier between the different discussions in this section). First, with respect to cognitivism, 

one of the establishing theories of literature would be Lamarque and Olsen’s “no truth” 

theory of the aesthetic value of literature. Similar views have been held by Feagin and even 

Carroll, to some extent, in the sense that literature considered to broaden the mind’s 

capacities without such “knowledge” having to be understood in terms of propositional 

content. While strict cognitivists might have high standards, a looser sense of cognitive 

enrichment has been proposed here in terms of the distinction between negative 

dismantling and positive reconstruction. Sometimes, what we learn about the world is 
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derived from what we have discovered to have been a misunderstanding. In other words, 

there may be more to learn by admitting that one was wrong than by seeking the positive 

construction of principles on top of what we already believe we know. This, I propose, is 

an alternative way of understanding the cognitively enriching value of at least some films 

that does not remain rigidly defined in terms of clarificationism. Feagin’s notion of shifts is 

indeed helpful but perhaps not radical enough to cover all of the cases that I hereby identify 

in their full color and value. Is this an essential value of all film? Certainly not, but it is one 

that is distinctive of at least some.  

 While there may be an argument to suggest that aesthetic “cognitivism” must retain 

its propositional stripes, so to speak, if one is to call a theory cognitivist, I see no reason to 

avoid discussing these contributions in terms of the cognitive value of such artistic 

achievements. In other words, there can be cognitive value without it being cognitivist 

value.27  

 

Literature vs. Film: Moral Destabilization and its Limits/Boundaries 

 This section is quite complex and yet immensely important, and so somewhat of a 

detailed introduction is therefore needed to explain my objectives. Essentially, the main 

objective here is to maintain that some depictions of violent content on screen can 

essentially elicit responses that are fundamentally different than those provided in literature 

                                                           
27 A concern regarding the possibility that I might just be referring to competing values here has been noted 
by Susan Feagin. In other words, if an agent in a film were to seek out revenge, then such an “immoral” act is 
not necessarily negatively undermining our moral orientation but may instead be demonstrating that the agent 
in question has another value that is prioritized over the moral. This concern is worthy of more lengthy 
treatment, but for now, I would say that the deprioritizing of one’s moral values or concerns may still be 
consistent with respect to how I view these films to be morally destabilizing.   
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regarding the same content. This approach, of course, does not foreclose on the possibility 

of literature conveying meaningful insights regarding the significance of trauma and our 

complex reactions to it. However, the specific way in which literature goes about this is 

fundamentally different, just as how someone’s verbal description of an event is different 

from actually seeing that event ourselves (there is a reason why we do not want to see some 

things and only want to hear about them, largely because we cannot unsee). It seems 

plausible to at least begin to argue that sensory exposure, then, cannot be fully recreated by 

verbal description alone. 

 I realize this is a controversial claim that requires extensive defense and 

elaboration. What I have here in this final chapter is the start of what I believe requires 

more research. Thus, to begin defending my position in this respect, I have selected three 

literary works as examples to further clarify the issue at hand. First, I describe a work that 

has historically been viewed as one of the most “morally shocking” in literature to 

differentiate this sense of shock from the one that I mean by “moral shock.” I will discuss 

this case first, 120 Days of Sodom by the Marquis de Sade, and compare it to the cinematic 

adaptation Salò by Pier Paulo Pasolini. Then, I return full circle to a discussion of James 

Dickey’s novel Deliverance upon which John Boorman’s film was based. Based upon a 

comparison of various features including the first-person point of view, the use of the past 

tense, and the reaction to the rape scene, I further substantiate my argument that film has 

the potential to convey the significance of trauma with respect to disorienting moral 

decision making in a way in which literature may be limited. Finally, I address a potential 

objection to my view in the sense that my sample size may be too small and acknowledge 

Hanya Yanagihara’s A Little Life as a possible counter example to my argument.  
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 The Marquis de Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom (1785) may need no introduction based 

on its negative notoriety in literary circles, but I will provide a brief one.28 Considered to be 

unreadable for good reason due to its graphic descriptions of violence and perversity and 

banned for many years, Sade, in this foundational and major life work, tells the story of a 

group of individuals in post-war France at the time at which the “Chambre de Justice” 

superficially prosecuted those who committed acts of depravity. This group of men “of the 

highest note” created a new space for engaging in depraved practices over the course of 

approximately four months in a hidden region.29 The four men in charge of this new 

association included the Duc, a Bishop, and two other high-ranking officials (one of whom 

is identified as a “President”) with the invitation extended to like-minded friends to engage 

in orgies in the isolated castle. Upon arranging the supposed agreement of vice, it was 

discovered early on that some of the men, including the “President” and the Bishop 

himself, had engaged in illicit conduct with young relatives (in the president’s case his own 

daughter), so the nature of their immoral agreement is quite immediately apparent at the 

start of the work. It is then explained that, along with women of report such as wives, 

young men and women between the ages of 12 and 18 (sometimes as low as seven) were 

“recruited” for their participation in different activities at various “suppers” with invited 

guests. Friday evenings were limited to the “entertainment” of abducted women who were 

“young and high-born damsels,” during which the wives participated as well.30  

 Extensive character profiles are provided at the beginning for each of the voluntary 

participants involved, extending in some case to pages in length describing the formations 

                                                           
28 Marquis de Sade, The 120 Days of Sodom & Other Writings (New York: Grove Press, 1966).  
29 Sade, 191. 
30 Sade, 223.  
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of their “black souls,”31 but of special note is the limited description of the victims, most of 

whom were abducted, who are identified by first name and in many cases only described 

objectively in terms of how they were captured in a few sentences. For instance, while 

pages of extensive information are provided about the Duc in terms of both his nature, 

dispositions, and past experiences, all that is said about one victim is “Hyacinthe was 

fourteen years old; he was the son of a retired officer living in a small city in Champagne. 

He adored hunting and was taken while afield, his father having been so imprudent as to 

allow him to set out alone.”32 In fact, a much more extensive description is provided of 

Silling, the area of Durcet’s property used for the four months of debauchery. In what 

follows, each day is described in detail from what can be interpreted as the perspective of 

the willing participants and not the victims. Each evening beginning with graphic story-

telling mostly by Madame Duclos, the details are largely reported from an almost detached 

yet depraved point of view.   

 An interesting idea conveyed in this work is the widespread prevalence of such 

interests by using the names of these men and their high-ranking positions in society. What 

Sade seems to be suggesting, albeit implicitly, is that these sorts of actions are far from rare 

(even though we shall certainly hope that they are).33 Furthermore, although quite 

obviously not displayed for the sake of evoking empathy, the names of the victims are 

mentioned in passing, but their own experiences are, again, objectively described from a 

detached perspective to elicit as little emotive engagement as possible for the sake of 

                                                           
31 Sade, 211.  
32 Sade, 230.  
33 I mention this only due to the reported increase in child pornography convictions in recent years. See the 
United States Department of Justice, “Child Pornography,” USDJ Child Exploitation and Obscenity Section, 
(July 25, 2017).  
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focusing on the pleasure obtained from the acts on the part of the instigators. The theme of 

punishment is of course discussed extensively throughout the expositions, and at one point 

is only very briefly described in terms of the group as a whole, including the victims: 

“Attendance at the orgies was that day confined to the delinquents and the four elders who 

were there as servants; everyone was naked, everyone trembled, everyone was weeping and 

wondering what to expect…”34 This is the extent of the interiority of the victims that we 

are given access to by Sade. There are “tears” and semblances of fear, and upon torture, it 

is said that Adelaide “endures it all like a heroine and frequently invokes God,”35 but 

nothing near enough to evoke the terror and trauma that such experiences would cause for 

the victims. They are brought into the chamber to do their duty, and then left in the prison-

like chambers to recover for another day. Indeed, Sade’s own notes on a similar matter in 

terms of avoiding the expression of emotion appear before the start of the second section 

under “Mistakes I Have Made,” where he notes, “I was wrong to have made Duclos react 

strongly to the death of her sister; that doesn’t sort with the rest of her character; change 

it.”36  

 The story is not generally a “story” in any way, as the descriptions become more 

extreme and shorter (eventually described without the evening stories told by Duclos) as 

the narrative progresses (if one even wants to call it that). Sade has no interest in 

“complicating” the picture or moralizing the experiences from the victims’ perspectives, 

and hence the shock value here is not the meta-ethical moral shock discussed as depicted in 

the films presented in this dissertation. Indeed, what Sade is after is merely to morally 

                                                           
34 Sade, 350. 
35 Sade, 623. 
36 Sade, 570. 
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shock in describing the acts without motivating moral reflection on the consequences, 

presenting violence without the consequences as isolated from reality in some sort of 

perverse and twisted ideal (the only “consequences” being those administered on the part 

of the commanding officials upon the victims). Simone de Beauvoir’s comments in her 

“Must We Burn Sade?” are especially illuminating with respect to his expressed intentions 

and place in the history of literature:  

[It] is neither as author nor as sexual pervert that Sade compels our attention; it is 
by virtue of the relationship which he created between these two aspects of himself. 
Sade’s aberrations begin to acquire value when, instead of enduring them as his 
fixed nature, he elaborates an immense system in order to justify them. Inversely, 
his books take hold of us as soon as we become aware that for all their 
repetitiousness, their platitudes and clumsiness, he is trying to communicate an 
experience whose distinguishing characteristic is, nevertheless, a tendency to be 
incommunicable.37  
 

Sade’s musings, then, are of the kind of violence that transcends the categorizations 

presented in the first chapter. They are indeed the self-indulging representation of violence 

for its own sake in defiance of any sort of moral or moral theoretical objective other than to 

question the very possibility of morality at all. Thus, their value, if any, is fundamentally of 

a different kind than that possessed by moral shock films.  

 Would this work, then, have different significance if presented on screen? It 

depends on how the story is re-imagined (again, if one can even call it a story at all). Salò, 

or the 120 Days of Sodom (1973) is the Italian cinematic “version” directed by Pier Paulo 

Pasolini. At risk of missing what some might consider to be important expositional details, 

Pasolini does not follow Sade to the letter at all, instead offering a kind of reinterpretation 

of the events in question as representations of a kind of hell rather than a place in which 

                                                           
37 Beauvoir, Simone de, “Must We Burn Sade?” The 120 Days of Sodom & Other Writings (New York: 
Grove Press, 1966), 4.  
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pleasure is experienced to the utmost extreme. This difference is markedly represented and 

defined by the humanizing of the victims, specifically in the way in which the torturous 

scenes show us the faces and expressions of terror as the victims endure their experiences. 

At no point in the literary work does Sade indicate any consideration for the particular 

experiences of trauma on the part of the victims in this tale unless for the sake of 

emphasizing the enjoyment of the instigators, but Pasolini makes this suffering evident in 

several close-up scenes depicting the faces of the victims enduring gratuitously torturous 

acts and their responses of sheer terror.  

This is not to say that this film is correctly identified as a moral shock film, for to 

do so, more of the aftermath of the torture would need to be shown. But that is not what we 

have here. Instead, the film is better classified as a horror film, standing distinctively 

separate in terms of genre from the literary work upon which it is largely based.38 Moral 

complexity is not an issue here. We know what is right and what is wrong versus the 

complete undermining of such distinctive possibilities at all in the original work by Sade. 

Here I will suggest that this distinction, then, could in fact be said to be a function of what 

the cinema shows rather than what the written word is capable of reporting. Certainly, 

Sade’s descriptions of what the victims are feeling is somewhat sparse, but he does indicate 

that there is some weeping and fear. When we see these short scenes on screen, our 

interpretive reaction is different. Although still quite limited in time, the weeping and fear 

that we see as the acts are carried out is still very much a part of the imaginative world that 

Sade creates but chooses not to focus descriptive detail on. For us to feel the same way 

when reading Sade’s work, one might suggest that more words may be needed to convey 

                                                           
38 I do not intend on oversimplifying Pasolini’s work here and how it has been “interpreted.” 
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this type of response. Instead, all one feels is disgust and outrage. But to provide more of a 

description of the victims may not necessarily garner the same reaction. How many ways 

can one describe the horror one feels at being called upon as a victim of brutality and the 

immediacy of the act? Here, perhaps one could argue that a picture tells a thousand words. 

One might ask, “Could we endure these words of pain in literature in the same way we 

might be able to respond on screen?” The answer might be negative because of the quicker 

duration, or what I may call the “visualization effect.” The visualization effect could 

therefore be outlined as follows: Considering two identically traumatic experiences, one of 

which is described in literary terms and one of which is presented on screen, it is more 

probable that the significance of the traumatic effect on the victim may be more effectively 

induced via perceptual stimuli (sight or sound) than via the description of words on a page 

which may serve to distance the reader from the matter due to reasons which will be 

described below.  

 Since 120 Days of Sodom and Salò are not exactly exemplars of “moral shock” in 

either cinematic or literary terms, it may be best to pick an example that is to further 

solidify and defend what I refer to as the visualization effect. Here, the distinction 

effectively comes into play between James Dickey’s 1970 novel Deliverance and John 

Boorman’s 1972 film adaptation. Since the film has already been discussed to some 

significant degree in Chapter 2 and throughout, it is befitting, then, given that the details 

between the two are strikingly similar and almost “to the letter,” to focus on the traumatic 

scene in question when Bobby is raped by the men in the woods. Since this scene has been 

recounted earlier, I will first discuss the relevant passages in the literary version and further 

contrast them in more detailed accounts of the cinematic depiction. First, after Ed is 
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threatened at knife point to walk over to the tree upon stumbling upon the two men during 

his sojourn with Bobby, he describes a moment of perceptual contact between them: 

He was watching me with his mouth open as I gasped for enough breath to live on 
from second to second. There was nothing he could do, but as he looked at the 
blood on my chest and under my throat, I could see that his position terrified him 
more than mine did; the fact that he was not tied mattered in some way.39  
 

Here, the first-person perspective is presented by Ed of his experience of responding to the 

knife attack, something that clearly seems completely foreign to him. Then, before a 

description of the initiation of the assault, we get a very literal account of how Ed feels as 

the assailant(s) approach Bobby: 

 ‘Now, let’s you just drop them pants,’ he said. 
 Bobby lowered his hands hesitantly. ‘Drop…?’ he began. 
 My rectum and intestines contracted. Lord God.40 
 
With respect to the exact moment at which the event occurs, this is how Ed’s reaction is 

described: 

A scream hit me, and I would have thought it was mine except for the lack of 
breath. It was a sound of pain and outrage, and was followed by one of simple and 
wordless pain. Again it came out of him, higher and more carrying. I let all the 
breath out of myself and brought my head down to look at the river. Where are 
they, every vein stood out to ask, and as I looked the bushes broke a little in a place 
I would not have thought of and made a kind of complicated alleyway out onto the 
stream—I was not sure for a moment whether it was water or leaves—and Lewis’ 
canoe was in it. He and Drew both had their paddles out of the water, and then they 
turned and disappeared.41  
 

Ed effectively checks out here, marking the transition to when Lewis and Drew arrive to 

help the two friends out of the extremely harrowing circumstances. He cannot watch what 

is happening to Bobby, instead focusing in on the stream. This stands in significant contrast 

to what is depicted on screen; even though Ed at one point on film turns away and cannot 

                                                           
39 Dickey, 113.  
40 Dickey, 113. 
41 Dickey, 114. 
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watch, film spectators still bear witness to the events that Bobby endures. Thus, the shift in 

first-person to omniscient perspective here when transitioning or adapting from literature to 

film makes what happens to Bobby perhaps even more traumatic to witness, and thus the 

significance of its effects on Bobby as a result are foregrounded. In contrast, in the novel, 

Bobby is discussed almost objectively and as briefly as Sade discusses the victims in 120 

Days of Sodom.  

What’s important here is that Ed cannot watch, but we can, and in doing so, this 

opens us up to the world of Bobby as a victim in a way that Ed cannot necessarily push 

himself into. This distinction is also markedly present in the novel as demonstrated by the 

addition of one particular scene in the film that is not present in the novel. At the end, in 

the section “After,” Ed describes Bobby as moving stiffly “like a prisoner; for an instant, I 

actually thought he was in leg shackles.”42 This is not essentially indicative of the trauma 

he endured at the hands of the men but perhaps more so as a result of the murder. Then, 

after events have settled regarding Drew’s mysterious death, Ed states the following: 

I saw Bobby only once or twice in the city, just nodding to each other in public 
places. I couldn’t tell from looking at him how he was, but he had returned to the 
affable, faintly nasty manner he had always had, and I was as glad as not to leave 
him alone; he would always look like dead weight and like screaming, and that was 
no good to me.43 

Ed’s statement may read somewhat harshly here, especially in referring to Bobby as “dead 

weight,” but perhaps understandable given what had happened and the trauma that had 

transpired for all involved. But what is especially troubling here, and throughout the latter 

half of the book, is the blatant absence of any acknowledgment of Bobby’s particular 

interiority as a victim, and instead the attention on the others’ reactions to it as somewhat 

                                                           
42 Dickey, 254. 
43 Dickey, 276. 
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heroic and stoic. This approach is very much different in the film due to the inclusion of a 

brief but significant scene at the end in which Bobby, back at home with his wife, is shown 

waking up from night terrors after the issue of Drew’s death is apparently settled. This 

brings the focus back on Bobby’s experience as central in contrast to Ed’s dismissal and 

attempt to forget.  

 The novel, then, may be somewhat of a different picture and not therefore as 

morally destabilizing since it is told from the perspective of Ed, the perspective of one who 

simply wants to forget. Still, we are shocked by Ed’s experiences, but his lack of empathy 

for Bobby and his refusal to look at him may be due to the trauma of his own particular 

experiences and not those of Bobby’s. I believe that the film balances this issue out 

effectively by making us actually watch what happened to Bobby, and by including the 

scene at the end regarding Bobby’s nightmare. Perhaps the issue lies in the fact that, 

structurally speaking, Ed is reporting what happened in the past in the novel and is unable 

to give a detached point of view (or perhaps is too detached). Indeed, the way in which 

many novels report past experiences from a narrator may be problematic in the sense that 

memories may not always be as vivid as present visual experience. 

Some may argue that this is an issue of style, and that this does not foreclose on the 

possibility that some literary works may in fact be able to function as moral shock films do 

in destabilizing our moral orientation. Perhaps one requirement for such a novel to do so 

would be that the experiences of the victim be told in the first-person perspective, for at 

least some of the story, but even so, it may not be possible for such a perspective to fully 

draw attention to features in the requisite way.  For instance, some victims do black out as 

Ed did, or as Bonnie in The Light of the Moon, they may simply seek to move on and 
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refuse to acknowledge the past. So perhaps it is not the first-person perspective or the 

present tense that may be sufficient, but they may be necessary in some way. But maybe 

only partially so. One novel that at least has the potential to convey the rich experience and 

significance of trauma is Hanya Yanagihara’s A Little Life (2015). Yanagihara recounts the 

story of Jude, a young Manhattan attorney, as his life advances after significant childhood 

trauma as an orphan kidnapped by an abusive priest, and then later on into adulthood as he 

enters into an abusive relationship after struggling to both bury the past and overcome the 

effects of it. What is interesting about Yanagihara’s technique are two distinct features: (1) 

She utilizes the present tense when recounting Jude’s events from his perspective, and 

other perspectives are shared throughout the novel as well (Jude’s being the most 

predominant with Willem, his best friend and later lover, as a close second); (2) She 

indirectly implies the significance of the assault in parts regarding past childhood 

experiences, but does shock readers in reference to other instances such as the one in which 

Jude walks into his dark, empty apartment only to be violently accosted by Caleb over the 

course of four seemingly endless pages (382-386). The potential here for at least the 

beginnings of a moral shock story can be seen in how she articulates the start of the scene; 

after a description of the building and his exhaustion, the narrative disrupts into, “He steps 

into his darkened apartment and is feeling for the light switch when something clots him, 

hard, on the swollen side of his face, and even in the dark he can see his new tooth project 

itself into the air.”44 The run-on structure of this sentence and the immediacy with which 

the image hits the reader comes very close to what we can imagine seeing on screen. While 

the rest of the lengthy tale Yanagihara tells can maybe be described as a moral shock tale, 

                                                           
44 Yanagihara, 382. 
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to do so seems beyond the scope of this dissertation in terms of requiring much more 

extensive analysis. Still, the seeds are there to say that this distinctive narrative style at 

least demonstrates some potential to elicit the same reactions in readers that have been 

described as occurring among spectators in response to moral shock films. 

As a caveat, one could also suggest that in addition to literary and cinematic 

analysis, a psychological experiment could be conducted such that participants would be 

required to have their responses gauged in reference to visual representations and literary 

descriptions of the same content. Such an experiment would of course require different 

types of representations and descriptions and extensive planning to avoid biased or 

distorted results, but it may truly be the best means to determine whether or not literature 

can be as morally shocking in the relevant sense as film.  

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I begin with a discussion of the complex distinction between 

aesthetic and artistic value as a means of more specifically isolating the kind of value that I 

have identified with respect to moral shock films and its relation to film qua film as a kind 

of work of narrative art. I have identified this kind of value as a cognitive value if 

“cognitive” terms can be reconsidered in terms of deconstructive rather than propositional 

epistemic value alone. I then moved onto the discussion of whether literary works can also 

exude this kind of value, or whether it may be tied to the cinematic medium. I suggest that 

in reference to some exemplary shocking works as well as a moral shock adaptation from a 

novel, it seems as though perceptual means may be crucial to pushing spectators to have 
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the necessary reaction in question, further suggesting that there may be such a thing as the 

“visualization effect.” However, this issue remains unresolved, since I also suggest that 

potential exists with Yanagihara’s novel A Little Life to be interpreted as a case of moral 

shock literature.  

 This chapter was largely an attempt to tie up a few loose ends regarding some 

underlying issues in aesthetics involving notions of value and medium specificity. While 

some of the conclusions here may appear to be somewhat inconclusive and unresolved, 

what has been shown is that there is indeed substantially more work to be done in isolating 

this specific kind of response and its pervasiveness in both film and literature. In the 

conclusion, a brief summary and description of the significance of the project will be 

provided along with the implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

 

 I have argued that films with morally shocking content can spur us to philosophical 

reflection of a radical nature. In the second chapter, I outlined what I believe to be a clear 

genre distinction between different films that present violent content on screen. Chapter 3 

identified issues with interpretation and emotion, where I argued that an empathic-based 

approach in addition to a consideration of “meshing conditions” that allow for (rather than 

explain away) complexity would be best with respect to these films. Chapter 4 further 

clarified the concept of moral shock in terms of its bifurcated nature and extensive use. In 

Chapter 5, I reviewed the moral theoretical and meta-ethical issues that influenced the 

development of this conception of moral shock in addition to further specifying its 

emotional structure. Finally, Chapter 6 and 7 both deal with lingering but significant issues 

in philosophical aesthetics. First, in Chapter 6, I address the notion of whether film can 

effectively “do” philosophy, suggesting that, in a modified sense, it can generate 

philosophical insight via the elicitation of moral shock. In Chapter 7, I argue that cognitive 

value may need to be reconstrued with sensitivity to process-based accounts and space for 

complexity to come into play. Finally, I identified what I believe to be a distinction 

between the respective powers of film and literature in terms of eliciting moral shock but 

acknowledge the potential for more work to be done in this respect.  

 There are several avenues for future research here: 

(1) The idea of process-based approaches to philosophy and cognition could be 

explored more extensively from the perspectives of those working primarily in 
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both meta-philosophy and epistemology proper. Certainly those working on 

issues in philosophical aesthetics generally have their feet settled in more than 

solely the philosophy of art, and there is also more to learn from those working 

in contemporary epistemology on whether or not such a process-based account 

could hold its ground. Furthermore, there is room to consider insights from 

research in psychology on similar issues insofar as they attempt to account for 

how we come to think that we know certain things versus what constitutes an 

official definition of knowledge.  

(2) Many films are based on adaptations of literary works, and the differences 

between the film versions and the literary versions are discussed extensively in 

terms of accuracy and effect. The present work has addressed one difference 

that could potentially support an argument for medium specificity in the sense 

that film has the power to elicit certain reactions that literature quite simply 

cannot to the same effect. However, despite being inclined to think that my 

claims are reasonable, to avoid an argument from ignorance, I point out one 

work that could potentially be used to demonstrate that literature can evoke 

moral shock. More work on this novel in addition to other works (including, but 

not limited to, Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects which was adapted for television 

for the 2018 HBO series) could either lend support to this distinction or provide 

more substance to argue against it.  

These are certainly not the only limitations of this work. At best, what I have hoped 

to show here is that by refocusing our attention on the films themselves, we can come to a 

more concise understanding of just how it is that film can broaden our perspectives in 
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philosophically relevant ways. And by using film as the material for our philosophical 

reasoning, we might find that our conclusions rest on a more “realistic” basis than they 

would have had we used reason or experience alone.  
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