
PHIL 252 – Philosophy of Film (3 credits) 
 
Course Description: This introduction to the philosophical study of film begins by 
considering just what a film is, the relationship between fiction and non-fiction cinema, and 
how we should make sense of the notion of an ‘author’ in cinema, since film-making is a 
collective endeavour. From then on, we will tackle a suite of interpretive issues: is there a 
particular kind of aesthetic content which film is uniquely positioned to communicate? To 
what extent is our understanding of a film influenced or constrained by its genre? How can 
we be emotionally engaged by a film when we know it’s just a film, and it’s real? Why do we 
enjoy horror movies, given that they’re unpleasant? Are moral defects also aesthetic defects, 
and what should we make of the cinematic depiction of women? Finally, how can we think 
that some movies are so bad that they’re good? 
 

Schedule of Readings 
 
Week 1 
Introduction + definition I 
A look at the syllabus, and a preliminary definition of our terms. 

 Noël Carroll – Defining the Moving Image 
 
Week 2 
Definition II 
What about non-fiction? 

 Trevor Ponech – What is Non-Fiction Cinema 
 
Week 3 
Authorship I 
Who is a film’s author or artist? 

 Berys Gaut – Film Authorship and Collaboration  
 
Week 4 
Authorship II 
Do we even need the concept of ‘authorship’? 

 Stephen Heath – Against Authorship 
 
Week 5 
Medium-specificity 
Is cinema uniquely positioned to represent certain kinds of content? 

 Rudolph Arnheim – A New Lacoon: Artistic Composites and the Talking Film 

 Petra Van Brabandt and Jesse Prinz – Why Do Porn Films Suck? 
 

Week 6 
Genre 
What is genre, and how does it affect our reception or understanding of a film? 

 Christine Gledhill – Rethinking Genre 
 

 



Week 7 
The paradox of fiction 
How does cinema emotionally engage us, if we know it’s all false? 

 Kendall Walton – Fearing Fictions 
 
Week 8 
The paradox of horror 
Why do we enjoy movies with unpleasant subject matter? 

 Berys Gaut – The Paradox of Horror 

 Mark Kermode – Horror will eat itself: Why do slasher films still scare us stupid? 
 
Week 9 
Morality I 
Are moral defects aesthetic defects? 

 Mary Devereaux – Beauty and Evil: The Case of Leni Riefenstahl 
 
Week 10 
Morality II 
How should we relate to evil characters? 

 Anne Eaton: Rough Heroes of the New Hollywood 
 
Week 11 
Women in film I 
Depictions of men and women in cinema 

 Laura Mulvey – Woman as Image, Man as Bearer of the Look 

 
Week 12 
Women in film II 
What happens when traditional depictions of men and women are overturned? 

 Linda Williams – When the Woman Looks 
 
Week 13 
Criticism and Interpretation 
What makes some movies so bad they’re good? 

 John Dyck and Mark Johnson – Appreciating Bad Art 
 
 


