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Cinema and the Meaning of “Life”

Louis-Georges Schwartz

Introduction

If one were to ask about the role that the cinema has played in con-
temporary thought, one would discover it entangled in the complex
struggle over the concept of “life.” Cinema and the motion-picture
technologies associated with it were invented and cultivated in a soci-
ety whose moral, legal, economic, and semantic values organized
themselves around “life.” In modern times, biological life, under-
stood as both pure survival and the potential labor power it implies,
has become a human right, while questions of the quality of life have
become sites of intense contestation. Transvaluation of “life” has
been crucial to the emergence of contemporary social forms, as
recent scholarship on the concept’s genealogies has begun to show.1

Like other reproductive technologies such as photography and
gramophony, cinematography suggested to its first public the possi-
bility of preserving a living image of the dead, appearing as an event
in the history of the concepts of “life” and “death.” 

In what follows I will look at early journalistic accounts of cine-
matograph screenings in Europe and passages about cinema by
Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze in order to sketch the extent to
which cinema has been involved in the transvaluation of life. These
texts invoke life and death in original ways as they attempt to
respond to the experience of cinema in writing. My readings will
only be indications of the mutations in the genealogy of life, occa-
sioned by writing about the cinema, in order to establish a particu-
lar field of genealogical investigation. I will follow uses of words

Disc 28.2&3Type.qxd  8/7/08  12:26 PM  Page 7



8 Discourse 28.2 & 3

associated with the concept “life,” such as “living,” “dead,” and
“ghost,” attending to their differences from conventional usage.
“Meaning” appears under erasure in my title in order to focus on
lexical variation, conceptual change, and contestation of values
rather than static semantics. 

Recent work by Giorgio Agamben has helped us to understand
modern philosophies as philosophies of life by situating Michel
Foucault’s work on biopolitique within a network of post-Heidegger-
ian thought. Agamben’s essay “Absolute Immanence” begins by
pointing out that the last articles Foucault and Gilles Deleuze pub-
lished before their deaths were both about the concept of “life.”2

The correspondence between Deleuze’s and Foucault’s final texts
exemplifies a turn in contemporary philosophy, which according to
Agamben can only be a philosophy of life. Agamben calls for future
philosophy to produce a genealogy of the concept “life” and to
rethink it in ways other than those which enable contemporary
forms of domination. Agamben’s genealogy will be of the Niet-
zschean type as understood by Foucault, a genealogy that rearticu-
lates values by showing them to be historical and by illuminating the
ways in which values are the effects of an ongoing process of trans-
valuation. 

Foucault describes the development of concrete problems that
call for a philosophy of life in his biopolitical studies. Starting with
the observation that the modern state transforms the feudal sover-
eign’s power to end life into a power to control life, Foucault shows
how contemporary governance justifies itself and regulates society
by invoking “life” in ways which are, at least in part, philosophical.3

The contemporary concept of “life” implicit in governing institu-
tions responds to concrete problems faced by the state. To be able
to decide legal cases concerning the termination of life support or
abortion, for example, the state refers to definitions of life devel-
oped by biology, theology, and philosophy. Since Foucault’s death,
the philosophico-theological dimension of contemporary discur-
sive formations has clarified itself by producing the noun-phrase
“culture of life,” as the President and the Pope both say when invok-
ing moral authority.4

In biopolitical regimes, a vague, largely unthought concept of
life, pricelessly outside of any economy, confers worth on all other
values. Thus the task of philosophy in such societies is to make
explicit the appropriation of the concept of life for social control
while producing another one that would resist such appropriation.
I hope that this paper contributes to this project without negating
the differences between, for example, Derrida and Agamben, by
sublating each into the unity of a single discourse. Instead, I hope
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to sketch an emulsified5 genealogy of transvaluations occasioned by
the moving image within which revisions of the concept of “life”
flow differently from and in reaction to one another, like a puddle
of oil and vinegar, instead of forming a homogenized opposition to
the dominant value.

Moving images have been triply entwined in the thinking of life:

1) Even before it had become itself, the cinematograph was inti-
mately entwined with the need to produce knowledge about 
living beings. In order to record images on film, the cinemato-
graph relies on technologies that decompose movement into a
series of still images taken at regular intervals—a series of film
frames. These technologies, different versions of serial pho-
tography, were invented in the late 1880s and early 1890s by
Eadweard Muybridge and Etienne-Jules Marey. Muybridge was
famously asked by Leland Stanford to find out whether all of a
horse’s hooves ever leave the ground simultaneously in a gal-
lop, and Marey was a physician who, in 1868, published a book
entitled Du Mouvement dans les Functions de la vie [Movement in
Life’s Functions]. Both men invented devices that took photo-
graphs at regular intervals, and could make images of a moving
object along its trajectory. Such proto-cinematic technology
was designed to analyze the movements of living beings, work
that has more recently been taken up by endoscopy, sono-
grammy, and the panoply of contemporary scientific imaging
technology.6

2) Once film projection had been invented, cinema could be born
as a commercial enterprise. Many of its early brand names
emphasize its connection to the living: Biograph, Vitascope,
Animascope, etc. These names brand the cinema as a machine
for seeing or writing life. As we will see, early accounts of film
screenings also tend to link the new technology to questions of
life, death, and mourning.

3) Film theory and philosophical writing about the cinema have
taken up the same themes and, as we will see, sometimes use
the cinema to rethink “life” in ways less amenable to contem-
porary modes of subjection. These transvaluations of “life” pro-
vide part a sort of counter-genealogy of the concept.

Cinematographic Life

In articles on the first European cinematograph projections, jour-
nalists wrote about the technology as changing our experience of
death, and opening the possibility for a new kind of afterlife, as is
illustrated by the following example from 18957:
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[We] will join color photography to the phonograph, and voilà, simulta-
neously harvested, simultaneously recorded, and then simultaneously
reproduced with rigorous exactitude, movement and speech, that is to say
life. That day—and it will be tomorrow—science will have given us an
absolute illusion of life. Why not life itself? 

—Le Magasin Pittoresque, March 1895.8

The anonymous author of this passage defines life as speech and
movement. The passage imagines the future of the medium as involv-
ing color and sound and understands those developments as making
possible the “absolute illusion” of life, without telling the reader what
makes an illusion absolute and what the difference between an
absolute illusion and the thing itself might be. Indeed, the passage
suggests that “science” will progress from presenting the illusion of
life to presenting life itself. The article imagines the scientific pro-
duction of life without a sense of humans having overstepped their
bounds, and without any moral overtones. Typical of the cinemato-
graph’s initial reception, the passage doesn’t treat the cinemato-
graph as an aesthetic medium, but as a scientific development and
invokes the possibility of the scientific production for life itself. 

Another report from the latter the same year closely associates
life and movement.

Already, speech has been harvested and reproduced, now we collect and
reproduce life. For example, we will be able to see those close to us act
again, long after we have lost them.

—“A Photographic Marvel,” in Le Radical, September 30, 1895.9

This passage equates the moving image with life through the con-
cept of action, the movement of the living image. The idea of repro-
ducing speech as well as motion appears in this passage, as it does
in the previous one, but not as a definition of life. In this passage,
the ability to collect and reproduce life could mean only the ability
to reproduce movement. Capturing life makes it possible to imag-
ine images of lost ones in action. This writer depicts the cinemato-
graph as a means of seeing the deceased in life, probably before he
had ever seen a moving-image of a dead person. He thinks of such
an image as a means of mitigating mourning. Photographs of the
dead, so common in the nineteenth century, suggest the possibility
of filming them. This report, however, does not imagine the films
of the dead as memorials but rather as the reproduction of the liv-
ing. In other words, a film of someone who has died brings the per-
son back to life. The rhetoric of this report thinks death as more or
less reversible by means of the moving image, or at the very least,
imagines it possible to recover life. 
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A review of the Lumière brothers’ first séances,10 published at
the very end of 1895, presents film’s power to reverse death in even
clearer terms:

Once these instruments [cinematographs] are delivered to the public,
once all will be able to photograph the beings dear to them, no longer in
an immobile form, but in movement, in action, making their familiar ges-
tures, with speech on the tips of their tongues, death will cease to be
absolute.

—Le Poste, December 30, 1895.11

The simple difference between film and photography, film’s ability
to photograph dear beings in movement, makes death less absolute.
It is as if the absolute illusion of life remarked upon in the article
from March 1895 had by the end of December reduced the
absoluteness of death. Such a claim requires a slight revision of
“death” since death is normally understood as a figure for the
absolute itself. In these passages the cinema is seen as a technology
for changing our relationship to death by restoring the dead to us.

This passage, from the beginning of 1896, clearly understands
the Lumière invention as life giving: 

[T]he sciences will harvest the greatest profit from the application of cin-
ematography to record the diverse phenomena’s successive phases. Vul-
garized, the cinematograph produces a portrait that is, at last, living,
instead of the cold and languishing images that are never resemblances
when they pretend to represent the mobile graces of certain beings.

—Le Monde Illustré, January 25, 1896.12

The passage describes photography as dead, “cold and languish-
ing,” and states that cinema produces a living image. The still pho-
tograph does not even resemble the living being when it tries to
reproduce it in movement.

Finally, a report from Brussels in 1895 explicitly relates the cin-
ema’s capacity to mitigate death to mourning in dramatic terms:

Beings we have known and loved, who, according to the routine civil state,
are no longer of this world never the less act, look at us, talk to us and by
a miracle, an authentic one, relive a short instant of their past. End of the
monopoly of the forty immortals on the Pont des Arts! We will eternally
relive. Nothing creates itself, nothing is lost. The sails torn by the winds of
progress fly away. And the genius of man will do what the vital force was
impotent to do: we will relive the entirety of our acts, our words. And even
stranger, we will appear to ourselves. No Hamlet, no my old soldier, no
more ‘alas poor Yorick.’ He will remain as more than the empty skull of
he who was your buffoon and friend . . . Push on the cinematograph, oh
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twentieth century Hamlet and you see appear, alive, old sport, on the ter-
race of Ellsinore, the king, your father, your mother in the arms of Polo-
nius, the traitor, and the pale Ophelia.

—Hannonyme (Théo Hannon), La Chronique (Brussels), Novemeber 13,
1895.13

The passage begins and ends by presenting the cinematograph as a
means for bringing the dead back to life. The first sentence figures
death as a bureaucratic mistake. Although the state considers cer-
tain beings dead, the cinematograph restores “a short instant of
their past,” making them relive it. In a miraculous future, the
“genius of man” in the form of the cinematograph will go beyond
the vital force itself in its ability to give life. This passage figures the
cinematograph as creating life beyond life. The passage ends by rec-
ommending the cinema to Hamlet, the quintessential mourner, as
a means for restoring the dead to life and thus controlling the mad-
ness of his ghosts.

These reports understand cinema as mitigating death by captur-
ing life. The categories of “life” and “death” alter subtly under the
pressure of this anticipated change. According to these passages
movement and speech are the life of the living and reproducing them
can restore at least part of life to the dead. These articles figure the
cinematograph as a treatment for death, a technology capable of pre-
serving the beloved as in life. The concepts of “life” and “death”
change very little, almost14 not at all. Cinema operates within the clas-
sically determined concepts. Cinema makes mourning easier by allow-
ing the bereaved to control the appearance and disappearance of the
ghosts who haunt him. In Hannonyme’s passage about Hamlet, as in
the others, the dead aren’t even figured as ghosts but as “alive.”

Derrida’s Cinematic Ghost, Neither Dead or Alive

The late 19th century writers understood the cinematograph
through the categories “life” and “death,” figuring it as the inven-
tion of a new afterlife, or a restoration of life to the dead, antici-
pating future images of those who would be deceased. While the
concepts of “life” and “death” do not change very much, death is
said to be less absolute, a change insofar as before the cinema, death
was absolute unless a god restored life to the dead. In the late 20th

century, two philosophers who had been working to rearticulate
and transvalue the concepts of “life” and “death” wrote of cinema
as a figure through which to rethink the categories themselves.
Jacques Derrida refers to his experience of making and watching
movies in elaborating the concepts of the specter and the inscrip-
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tion of death in the very construction of a film image’s living pres-
ent. In his major work on cinema, considered in the next section,
Gilles Deleuze argues that certain films invent a thought of “life” in
an era when “life” is the “unthought in thought.”

The cinema had been on Derrida’s theoretical horizon at least
since 1967’s Of Grammatology where “cinematography” appears on a
list of things alien to the order of the voice that we nonetheless call
writing, naming them with words ending with the suffix “graphy.”15

That list appears as an illustration of the inflated use of “writing.” The
cinema is an instance of a kind of writing that cannot be construed
as secondary to the living speech it transcribes, since cinematogra-
phy is not a transcription of speech at all. Of Grammatology calls for
the deconstruction of various binary oppositions forming the basis
of western metaphysics, or philosophemes, including the opposition
between life and death. The philosophical tradition relates these
oppositions to one another, for example, speech is associated with
living and writing with death. Derrida starts working on the opposi-
tion between writing and speech, using the various “graphies” alien
to the voice to show that writing need not be opposed or subordi-
nated to speech, but can be related to other orders entirely.

Derrida’s deconstruction of the philosopheme maintaining life
and death as oppositions stretches across various passages through-
out his writings. In the 1970s Derrida made sustained remarks
about the virus as neither living nor dead. In the 1980s, Derrida
appeared in Ken McMullin’s videotape, Ghost Dance (1983), in
which he improvises remarks about the cinema, calling film “a
phantomachia” and saying that “the future belongs to ghosts.”16 In
the 1990s, Derrida developed an elaborate theory of the Hauntol-
ogy in Specters of Marx.17 A homonym for “ontology” in French,
hauntology connects the deconstruction of life/death to those of
presence/absence and being/non-being, precisely by taking on the
impossible task of thinking states in between each of the two terms.
In Specters of Marx, Derrida works on life/death by attempting to
write without erasing or exorcising ghosts. After Ghost Dance, Der-
rida worked on two other movies, Safaa Fafay’s D’aillures Derrida
(1999) and Amy Zerring Kofman and Kirby Dick’s Derrida (2002).
All three of them transvalue the terms life and death. The cinema
provides a succinct figure for hauntology as well as participating in
the process of haunting which, by itself, deconstructs life/death,
presence/absence and being/non-being. Derrida’s writing sug-
gests that when any one of the terms is transvalued and reconcep-
tualized, the others change along with it, as if the three concepts
were charmed, as in charmed particles, so that they are all affected,
even if only one is reimagined by a specific text.
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In Ghost Dance Derrida improvises on the themes of cinema and
ghosts as follows:

To be haunted by a ghost is to remember what one has never lived in the
present, to remember what, in essence, has never had the form of a pres-
ence. Film is a ‘phantomachia.’ Let the ghosts come back. Film plus psy-
choanalysis equals a science of ghosts. Modern technology, contrary to
appearances, although it is scientific, increases tenfold the power of
ghosts. The future belongs to ghosts.18

Here haunting is understood as a deconstruction of presence
and the present. If to be haunted is “to remember what one has
never lived in the present,” it is not a mere trick of memory. At the
time of the haunting the ghost takes a form other than that of pres-
ence, but the ghost is not whatever can remain of some one’s pres-
ence after they have departed, the ghost is the memory of what has
never had the form of presence. This suggests that certain experi-
ences can be lived in a form other than that of presence, opening
the possibility of form manifest otherwise than as a presence.
According to the classical conception of presence, a form other
than that of presence would be unthinkable since it must be at least
possible for any form to be “here.” Thus the ghost starts to undo the
presence/absence philosopheme.

Furthermore, as Derrida tells the editors of Cahiers du Cinéma
in an interview from April 2001, ghosts, phantoms, and specters are
neither “living nor dead,” and the “cinematographic experience
belongs to spectrality from beginning to end,” so much so that, for
Derrida, the figure of the specter makes possible the thinking of
cinema.19 The specter and the cinema thus start to undo the
life/death philosopheme by appearing as neither living nor dead,
which is to say by exceeding the categories it offers.

Ghosts also throw the present, as in the “now,” out of joint. We
remember experiences from our past, which, classically, has once
been our present. If it is possible to remember something that has
never been present, then it is possible for any present to be breached
by another time. To be haunted is to remember something that has
never been a “now” as well as never having been a “here.” Not only
is the source of the memory impossible to present, but the haunt-
ing, the remembering itself, does not happen in the present and the
ghost is never present, since, according to Derrida, one “never” lives
what one is haunted by—never, not even in the form of a memory.
Haunting fractures presence and the present in a way that deter-
mines Derrida’s memories of Ghost Dance. Describing his experience
of seeing and hearing a dead woman in a movie occasions a compact
figure of some of Derrida’s major later conceptual inventions.
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In a filmed 1996 interview with Bernard Stengler published in
Echographies of Television Derrida plays out a spectral logic by
remembering his experience in making Ghost Dance and another
memory of that experience while watching the finished film. Der-
rida recalls shooting a scene in his office with Pascal Ogier, who
played a principal role in Eric Rohmer’s Les Nuits de la pleine lune
(1984). The director told him to ask Ogier whether she believed
in ghosts and Ogier replied, “Yes, now I do, yes.” In the scene, Der-
rida and Ogier appear in separate shots (shot/countershot) so that
they seem to be looking into each other’s eyes (an eye-line match,
as such a cut between two shots is called). They rehearsed the eye-
line match by looking into each other’s eyes for an extended
period of time without saying their lines. When the scene was shot,
they were not looking at each other, rather each actor was looking
into the camera at different moments. Orgier repeated her line
about 30 times during the shooting, which Derrida describes as “a
little spectral, out of synch, outside itself.”20 Thus at the origin of
the scene, we find not presence, a unified temporality and authen-
ticity, but deferral, time out of joint, and artifice. While Derrida
and Ogier did look each other in eyes, and although they did speak
their lines, the conversation in the film was never itself present
except on screen.

The experience of making cinema gives Derrida an example of
a living present always already fissured, heterogeneous and out of
joint from the inside. The time of filming is out of joint because
what we see on screen is composed of shots taken at different times
and because the act of taking a shot virtualizes, because it produces
an image that must be able to survive both whoever it is an image
of and whatever mechanism made it.21 Thus the absolute absence,
the death, of the producers of the image is inscribed in the moment
of their production as a condition of making moving images. 

After remembering the shoot “itself,” Derrida recalls remem-
bering the shoot while watching the finished film. A few years later,
after Ogier’s death at 26, Derrida saw the film in Texas, at the request
of some students. He tells Stiegler that when Ogier answers his ques-
tion about whether she believes in ghosts, he had the impression of
a phantom returning to say that now, “in this dark room on another
continent, in another world, here now, yes, believe me, I believe in
ghosts.”22 For Derrida, not only was it impossible to tell whether the
“now” in her line referred to the disunified time of the shooting or
to the time of the screening, but the possibility of her appearing on
screen after her death was already inscribed in the filming of the
scene, inscribed in the sense that although no one knew when
Orgier would die, the possibility of her appearing in the film after
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her death was a structural feature of making the film. Like writing,
photography and film entail the possibility of the iteration of the
image even in the absolute absence of its maker or the people it
refers to. If Orgier’s ghostly image is unthinkable without reference
to her death, so is the making of her image. Any movie can be shown
at a different place and at a different time than when it was made.
That capacity partly defines the moving image. The place and time
of screening must be able to be completely different from the time
in which it was made. 

Both actors rehearsed their lines repeatedly and performed
them over multiple takes. The movie depicts a single time using
materials recorded over a much longer period. Derrida’s account
of his experience emphasizes the compound, constructed nature of
what the tape presents as a living present. The seeming origin of the
scene is itself complex and composed. Thus the notion of life shifts
from a natural, obvious notion to a constructed, derived one. Der-
rida’s account of seeing the film in Texas figures Ogier as talking to
him, the Derrida in the audience of the screening, after the time of
her death. He hears “Yes, right now I believe in ghosts” as an utter-
ance by a ghost, not an utterance by a dead person to whom life has
been restored.

This exposes the difference between Derrida’s experience of
Orgier’s cinematic ghost and images of the dead imagined by the
writers of 1895-96. Unlike in the accounts of the cinematograph,
the cinema does not appear as a vital or revivifying force and life is
not necessarily valued as the opposite of death. For Derrida, cinema
does not merely ease mourning, help the bereaved to control it, or
restore life to the living. Cinema spectralizes the world as forcefully
as it enables survival. It introduces ghosts, neither living nor dead,
into the world.

In the articles about the cinematograph, the cinema restores
life to the dead and makes them present to us again as if we had
encountered them in some living presence. Derrida emphasizes the
artificial, constructed character of making Ghost Dance. The
moment captured in the film never took place as we see it. The liv-
ing present is an effect of its image. Orgier’s ghost arises as a ghost
from the first. Its origin is not to be found in a living present, but in
the living image of a present that never was. Orgier’s spectralization
works to figure life as a compound, derived concept, not an origi-
nary, elementary one. This emphasis entails a shift in valuation
because once figured as compound and derived, life can no longer
be presented as the ground of all values. Instead of imaging cinema
as an instrument for the scientific measurement, assessment and
regulation of life, Derrida writes of it as producing an image that
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exceeds the categories of life and death. From a Derridan perspec-
tive, one of cinema’s effects, spectralization, can be seen to revise
the life/death philosopheme by opening a polarity between the
terms, a polarity whose positing reveals the terms themselves as
compound and derived.

Ghost Dance’s images spectralize the living and in so doing open
a possible position between life and death. Instead of thinking life
and death as mutually exclusive opposites, life becomes that which
is inscribed by the possibility of surviving its own death at the
moment of filming, a potential state between life and death
emerges.  Instead of exorcising the ghost rationally and dismissing
it as an illusion, Derrida takes its possibility seriously, and is
haunted by the way the specter exceeds the opposition between the
visible and the invisible. He thinks the specter as both phenome-
nal and non-phenomenal, “neither living nor dead.”23 The image
functions as an emulsive surface24 that brings life and death into
contact, mixing them and rethinking them as otherwise than
binary opposites.

In Echographies, Derrida figures the production of moving
images as spectralization, the experience of the possibility of look-
ing or speaking in one’s absolute absence, the possibility of a state
beyond the opposition of life and death. With spectrality, “some-
thing becomes almost visible which is only visible insofar as it is not
visible in flesh and blood.”25 The specter is quasi-visible, but has
never been present and one cannot say whether it exists or not.
Ghosts and movies charm the concepts of life, presence, and being
together, and change their structure as philosophemes, changing
their antinomial relations of mutual exclusion with their opposites
into polarities. 

Cinema partakes in the ongoing deconstruction of meta-
physics. If, as Derrida says elsewhere, “deconstruction happens,”
sometimes it happens when a new experience, here an experience
of aesthetics and technology, causes us to think the world other-
wise than by philosophemes.26 Insofar as cinematic production
exposes a fissure in the heart of the living present and cinematic
reception conjures ghosts, deconstruction can be seen to be at
work in film. The present, even or especially the living present, can
no longer be understood as the self-identical source, the original
whose being confers value on the copy. Rethinking “being,” “pres-
ence,” and “life” along with their opposites happens in a world
which includes cinema and whose thought is, in part, reconfigured
by cinema. Ontology becomes hauntology in a world where tele-
technologies have changed thought by increasing the power of
ghosts. To make a film is to spectralize in advance. Spectralization
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involves not only the possibility of disappearance, but the possibil-
ity of a ghostly reappearance. 

Derrida’s experience of the cinema brings him into contact
with Orgier’s ghost who he welcomes with an attitude consistent
with Specters of Marx’s call to live with ghosts instead of trying to
make them disappear. Instead of exorcizing Orgier’s ghost by
explaining her away as a mechanical illusion, even an absolute illu-
sion,  or as an effect of mourning whereby a mere appearance is
invested with the energy the mourner had given to the lost object,
Derrida writes a description of the experience in an attempt to
think this haunting and hauntology in general.27 If in the accounts
of the first Lumière projections, the moving image comes to
restore life to the dead, in Derrida’s writings, the cinematic ghost
appears as neither living nor dead, an appearance that changes the
very nature of the categories.

Gilles Deleuze’s Living Cinema 

If Derrida’s experience of making and seeing films allowed him to
refigure life and death as otherwise than as a philosopheme, Gilles
Deleuze’s two volume study Cinema begins by analyzing cinema as a
living form and ends by discovering an inorganic cinema that pre-
pares thought for a new concept of life.28 The Movement-Image,
Deleuze’s first volume, categorizes the “organic cinema,” so-called
because in that regime, films take the form of parts organized into
closed wholes. The book’s prose retains the word’s reference to the
chemistry of carbon based molecules and the general structure of
living beings, but as connotations. In the second volume, The Time-
Image, Deleuze explicitly takes up the theme of life as the
“unthought in thought” while constructing a taxonomy of cinema’s
inorganic images and signs.

I will give four examples of Deleuze’s cinematic transvaluation
of life, three from the beginning of volume 1 and one from near
the end of volume 2. Deleuze reads Henri Bergson to derive both
his theory of images and to establish the largest category that gives
the first volume its name, the “movement image.”  Bergson makes
it difficult for Deleuze, since, after having defined “the Movement-
Image” in 1896’s Matter and Memory, in 1907’s Creative Evolution he
rejected the cinema as the exemplary mode of false, or instrumen-
talized, consciousness of movement. Since Deleuze wants to use
Bergson’s “movement-image” as the category to which certain cin-
ematic images belong, he must explain Bergson’s critique of the
cinema as a misapprehension. Deleuze argues that at the time of
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the writing of Creative Evolution, the cinema had not yet become
itself and thus Bergson mistook it. Deleuze writes about things
becoming themselves and allowing their essence to appear in terms
that could also be used to describe living beings. He writes:

We know that things and people are always forced to conceal them-
selves, have to conceal themselves when they begin. What else could
they do? They come into being within a set which no longer includes
them, and in order not to be rejected, have to project characteristics
which are common to that set. The essence of a thing never appears at
the outset but in the middle, in the course of its development when its
strength is assured.29

This passage explains Bergson’s critique, and introduces the lan-
guage of set theory Deleuze will use to define the basic formal char-
acteristics of cinema such as the shot and camera movement.
Although set theory applies to sets composed of any elements what-
ever, Deleuze introduces it with a rhetoric that suggests that the sets
are living. Deleuze starts by referring to members of sets as “some-
one or something,” the “someone” explicitly pointing to the possi-
bility of a set of living beings, for example the characters in a film.
The new member of the set tries to avoid being “rejected,” and it
is very difficult to conceive of non-living matter “rejecting.” What
is more, in both the English and the French text, “to reject” retains
its immunological sense of rejecting an organ or tissue. This pas-
sage catachrestically posits elements of the sets—logical terms—as
living. Since set theory will form the basis of Deleuze’s formal
analyses from which he derives his categories, one can understand
his taxonomy as living. This passage exemplifies Deleuze’s charac-
teristic use of catechesis at the  genetic level of his analysis, which
effects a transvaluation not only of the objects of his descriptions,
but of the terms in his descriptive lexicon as well. By naming new
descriptive categories with words that already signify something
else, Deleuze transvalues the semantic field of those descriptors as
his analysis evolves.

A little further on, in explaining Bergson’s thesis that move-
ment involves not just changes of position, but a qualitative change
“in the whole,” Deleuze refers to a series of examples from Berg-
son’s Matter and Memory. He begins with animals and ends with mat-
ter in general:

If I consider parts or places abstractly—A and B—I cannot understand the
movement which goes from one to the other. But imagine I am starving at
A, and at B there is something to eat, what has changed is not only my state,
but the state of the whole in which B, A and all that was between them . . .
And this is equally true of bodies: the fall of a body presupposes another
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one that attracts it, and expresses a change in the whole which encom-
passes them both. If we think of pure atoms, their movements which tes-
tify to a reciprocal action of all the parts of the substance, necessarily
express modifications, disturbances, changes of energy in the whole.30

In the first example, the relations between movements and the
whole of the universe are figured in terms of a living being’s sur-
vival. The shift to the first person, “imagine I am starving . . .” intro-
duces life and hunger to the movement thereby moving it from the
abstract to the concrete and relating it to a whole. That whole is
given in the form of that which is encompassed between A and B as
soon as the living being is introduced. The series of examples starts
with migrating animals, passes through bodies in general to “pure
atoms” of organic or inorganic matter.

Deleuze cites the fourth chapter of Bergson’s Matter and Mem-
ory as the source for these examples. In that chapter Bergson
defines the project of his book as the resolution of the “problem 
. . . of the union of soul and body.” “It comes before us clearly and
with urgency,” he continues “because we make a profound distinc-
tion between matter and spirit.”31 The beginning of the chapter dif-
ferentiates between our immediate, true perception of movement
as continuous and indivisible, and our conditioned perception of
space as divisible into an infinity of points. While our senses, “left to
themselves, present to us the real movement, between two real
halts, as a solid an undivided whole,” our mind, or “imagination,”
divides the movement, fixing the “moving images of our ordinary
experience.”32 By substituting a thing for a becoming, we lay the
foundations for the common sense we use to orient our actions. 

Not only does Bergson’s answer imply life, his reasoning figures
the inanimate and the living as poles along a continuum, not as
mutually exclusive opposites.

. . . we can conceive an infinite number of degrees between matter and
fully developed spirit—a spirit capable of action which is not only unde-
termined, but also reasonable and reflective. Each of these successive
degrees . . . measures a growing intensity of life.33

Bergson’s theory of movement starts with the apprehension of
movement by living consciousness, not with the essence of move-
ment, and results in a concept of life as organized matter. In Berg-
son’s account, the whole of the universe is potentially alive and all
matter perceives insofar as it perceives movement. Deleuze invokes
this chapter, weaving it into his own text in Cinema 1 through the
trope of free indirect discourse, setting up the book’s figuration of
the movement-image as a form of life. Deleuze writes that film-

20 Discourse 28.2 & 3

Disc 28.2&3Type.qxd  8/7/08  12:26 PM  Page 20



makers construct both organic and inorganic compositions from
movement-images, both of which can be understood as living. In
organic compositions, the horizon curves in around a perceiving
center that reacts to movements from the world. Inorganic compo-
sitions eccentrically assemble movement-images according to
mechanical, elemental or material principals. Deleuze treats both
types of composition as living, the former biologically and the lat-
ter as the inorganic life of things, matter, and forces.34

As the first volume goes on, the vocabulary of life multiplies in
his descriptions of cinematic images. By the time Deleuze describes
the most differentiated of the movement-images, the “large form
action image,” the whole of the film itself lives and breathes. 

[It] seems to be endowed with respiration. For it expands towards the
milieu and contracts from the action. More precisely, it expands or con-
tracts on either side, according to the states of the situation and the
demands of the action.35

According to Deleuze, in classical westerns 

the principal quality of the image is breath, respiration. It not only inspires
the hero, but brings things together in the whole of organic representa-
tion and contracts or expands depending on the circumstances.36

Deleuze writes that “from the point of view of time, or the succes-
sion of shots,” the first law of organic composition, or the figure of
alternate montage, organizes the narrative passage from the initial
situation to the final one as a “great respiration, the alternation of
movements of contraction and expansion, the alternations of out-
side and inside.”37 In these passages, Deleuze’s catachrestic rheto-
ric makes the organically composed movement-image become a
living image, as if his writing were making true the prophesies of
1895 about cinematic science producing life itself, but in an unex-
pected sense: for Deleuze, the cinema itself lives.

Although the movement-image lives, the movement-image is not
capable of thinking or transvaluing the concept of life itself. In the
organic movement-image, characters react to a world in order to sur-
vive. Characters can only do so in space-time within which they can
rationally and reliably orient themselves. In the regime of the move-
ment-image, time is the measure of movement, enabling the survival
of the characters by allowing them to calculate the timing of their
reactions. Thus in this regime, films are bound to the commonsense
of the living, a commonsense that prevents the rethinking of life
because the thought of life as simple survival is the unquestionable
presupposition of that commonsense. Once Deleuze has established
the time of this image as breathing, he begins to describe the disso-
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lution of the movement-image allowing the passage to an image that
prepares the reconceptualization of life: the time-image. 

In his second volume, a revision of the relationship between life
and the whole will allow Deleuze to define the time-image as an
image presenting time directly, instead of as the measure of move-
ment. Deleuze writes about films in which the characters become
uninterested in survival, looking and listening to the world instead
of acting in it, at the same time, the lexicon from which he draws
catachrestic terms in his descriptions moves from a living to an inor-
ganic paradigm. Deleuze writes of the time-image as taking a crys-
talline composition instead of an organic one. But in this shift, the
cinema gains the ability to reflect explicitly on life and a certain ten-
dency in the new cinema participates in a transvaluation of life by
preparing to think it.

In Chapter 7 of Cinema 2, the cinema undergoes a sort of death,
loosing its connection to the world, a world which its audiences no
longer believe in. The movement-image cinema often sought to
shock its audience into political thought and action in the world, as
in the films of Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein. After the Second
World War, cinema can no longer shock its audiences into thinking
anything in particular, but must shock them into thinking at all. The
automatic thought of the action image, based on a sensory motor
arc linking consciousness to the world in “the great organic com-
position” of the cinema’s first regime, to the world that has become
“inhibition . . . internal collapse and fossilization.”38 It is as if cin-
ema must pass to a higher dimension through this death in order
to think life from a new position. From the point of view of this
higher power of thought, the sensory motor arc can itself become
the subject of the cinema.

Deleuze, in this chapter, reads Artaud and writes of life as the
unthought in thought. He argues that in a situation where human-
ity has lost its connection with the world, one can no longer believe
in love or life. Deleuze says that thought used to unfold in the name
of a better or truer world, but an “intolerable state of everyday
banality” now prevents humanity from thinking the world or itself.
Under such circumstances, the cinema can no longer seek to
change the world, since it must make us believe in it. In order to
restore belief in the world, life must be transformed from an
implicit assumption of thought as automatic deduction, to a new,
explicit concept. Citing Godard, Deleuze expresses our lack of faith
in the world in terms of the characters in Band Apart who 

are real and the world which is a breakaway group. It is the world that is
making cinema for itself. It is the world that is out of synch; they are right,
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they are true, they represent life. They live a simple story; it is the world
around them which is living a bad script.39

This rhetoric proceeds by first inverting the positions of cinema and
the world by making the world into “bad cinema” and the cinema
into the source of faith in the world. It goes on to a more powerful
inversion by defining the real and the true in terms of life, rather
than judging life in terms of the real and the true. The task of cin-
ema becomes nothing else than rediscovering the “identity of
thought and life.”40

Life is unthought in thought, because “life” has become a kind
of plane, or matter of thought from which concepts, affects, and
functions emerge. Life has become a presupposition of the way
that we think about the world we no longer believe in, or a set of
presuppositions. If one ancient, onto-theological image of thought
grounds the good in the divine and attributes to the divine a max-
imum of being, a new image of thought refers the human to the
biology of the body and brain. Think, for example, of the passage
in twentieth century psychiatry between psychoanalysis, a treat-
ment in which speech has therapeutic value, to current neuro-
pharmacological treatments that work on brain. 

The movies begin to think life as the unthought in thought
through the cinema of the body, which posits categories of bodies
and elaborates gest and gesture in such a way as to “giving discourse
to the body and, for this purpose, reaching the body before dis-
courses” as a “germ of life.”41 Unlike like the body of classical phi-
losophy, the body of modern cinema “is no longer an obstacle that
separates thought from itself.”42 The body, “obstinate and stub-
born” forces us to think, as the shocking communication of the
movement-image’s vibrations did, but more profoundly, since the
body forces us to think not a particular thought but thought as such
along with what is hidden in thought. The cinema that interests
Deleuze in volume 2 transvalues life by making explicit the concept
implicit in contemporary thought, and by revising it not according
to judgments of life, but judgments by life. Across the two Cinema
books, Gilles Deleuze’s rhetoric figures cinema as a living being
which gains the power to think its own life as it passes from life, and
from the movement-image to the time-image.

Conclusion 

Writing about the cinema has lead to transvaluative thoughts of
life from the time of the cinematograph’s first public exhibitions.
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The writers of 1895-96 saw the moving image as a force which made
death “less absolute” by revivifying the departed. Derrida experi-
enced the cinema not as revivifying, but as a ghostly, inventing cate-
gories beyond life and death. For Deleuze, the cinema directly
provokes the thought of life.

Yet Derrida’s and Deleuze’s writings on cinema transvalue the
concept of life differently. Derrida does so by reworking death
through the ghost. Since death and life conjugate a philosopheme, to
reconceptualize one is to reconceptualize the other. Since Derrida
repeatedly points out that the specter is neither living nor dead, it is
more accurate to write that he transvalues "life/death." Deleuze's
transvaluation takes the form of a call for the affirmation of a new con-
cept of life. This is not to say that a Deleuzean affirmation fills the con-
ceptual space left by Derridan negativity. In the first place, Derrida's
thought affirms the ghost. In the second place, when Deleuze fore-
sees the thinking of life, or the becoming thought of the unthought
in thought, he does not affirm an actualized concept, but a potential
concept, and thus his affirmation is a virtual affirmation.

Between the writings about the cinema from 1895 and Deleuze
and Derrida lies a complex genealogy of transvaluations of life.
Tracing that genealogy will release the pressure that motion picture
technology has put on the concept and produce an original and
transvalued concept of life. One place to start would be a rereading
of canonical film theory, a cannon in which one frequently encoun-
ters the word “life.” Genealogies of values change values by histori-
cizing them. And as Nietzsche argues in Daybreak, to historicize a
value is to neutralize it, the first step in changing or reinventing it.43

Here the goal would be to rethink life so as to prevent it from being
identified with mere survival.

This paper benefited greatly from a careful and brilliant reading by James
Leo Cahill; Sushmita Banerji’s editing; a series of conversations with Greg
Flanman and Deborah Levitt at the 2005 SCMS conference in Vancouver;
other conversations with Joshua Clover in Davis, CA, during the Spring and
Fall of 2006; generous support by Akira Mizuta Lippit; and the hard work
of students in the University of Iowa’s Department of Cinema and Com-
parative Literature who attended courses I taught on advanced film theory
in Spring 2004, Spring 2005, and Fall 2006. 

Notes

1 E.g., Giorgio Agamben’s Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1998). Agamben argues that modernity’s two major state
forms, totalitarianism and liberal democracy, share a common conception of “bare

24 Discourse 28.2 & 3

Disc 28.2&3Type.qxd  8/7/08  12:26 PM  Page 24



Spring and Fall 2006 25

life” that explains Western Europe’s vacillation between the two before and after
World War 2.

2 Gorgio Agamben, "Absolute  Immanence," in Potentialities: Collected Essays in
Philosophy, ed. and trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1999).

3 Foucault’s first major elaboration of this thesis and the line of research it calls
for comes in Discipline and Punish, trans. Alain Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books,
1995).

4 The phrase “culture of life” entered US political discourse after Pope John Paul
II used it at a news conference in 1993. It was then taken up by US conservatives.

5 I am indebted to James Leo Cahill for his fine reading of this paper, and in
particular to his attention to the tension between a Foucauldian biopolitique and a
certain Derridian resistance to this project, as well as the difficulties of reading Der-
rida together with Deleuze. Cahill pointed out that the paper combines its sources
in what Akira Lippit has called an emulsion in the book Atomic Light (Shadow Optics)
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006).

6 For a study of the medical uses of moving-image technology, see Lisa
Cartwright’s Screening the Body: Tracing Medicine’s Visual Culture (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 1995). For more on Marey, see François Dagognet, Eti-
enne-Jules Marey: A Passion for the Trace, trans. Robert Galeta (New York: Zone
Books,1992). For more on Muybridge, see Rebecca Solnit, River of Shadows: Eadweard
Muybridge and the Technological Wild West (New York: Viking, 2003).

7 All of the following articles about the cinematograph were collected in Georges
Sadoul’s dossier Louis Lumière (Paris: Seghers, 1964). The paragraphs Sadoul excised
suggest that he was interested in these writers’ rhetoric of life and death. Siegfried
Kracauer  in Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality, ed. and introduced by
Miraim Bratu Hansen (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 28, says that
Sadoul discusses the branding of early cinematic devices with words derived from life
or movement on page 298 of the first volume of his Histoire générale du cinéma, L'in-
vention du cinéma (Paris, Denoël, 1950) but Kracauer’s pagination appears to be wrong
in this citation.

8 Sadoul, Louis Lumière, 120 (my translations). 

9 Ibid., 118.

10 James Leo Cahill points out that with the French use of the word “séances”
to refer to public screenings, the rhetoric of early cinema already lurches toward Der-
rida’s spectral concerns, as if his work were haunted by its own philological back-
ground.  

11 Sadoul, 119.

12 Ibid., 121.

13 Ibid., 125.

14 To make this “almost” explicit: the image of thought projecting these con-
cepts of life and death also projects the Freudian concept of mourning onto a plane
in such a way that the psychoanalytic concept accelerates the micromovements in
the concept of life immanent to it.

15 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Balti-
more: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 9.

Disc 28.2&3Type.qxd  8/7/08  12:26 PM  Page 25



26 Discourse 28.2 & 3

16 The connection Derrida draws between cinema and phantoms is prefigured
in Maxim Gorky’s disappointment in the “lifeless” quality of cinematograph images
which he saw as a “kindom of shadows,” (quoted in Colin Harding and Simon Pop-
ple, In The Kingdom of Shadows [London: Cygnus Arts, 1996]), 5. John Peters points
out that Kafka’s thoughts on the telephone and telegraph in a letter to Milená Jesen-
ská are another important antecedent to Derridia’s hauntology (cited as the epi-
graph to Peters’ Speaking Into The Air: A History of Communication [Chicago: University
of Chicago Press. 1999]).

17 Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New
International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994).

18 Derrida and Bernard Stiegler, Echographies of Television: Filmed Interviews,
trans. Jennifer Bajorek (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), 114.

19 Derrida, interview with Antoine De Baecque and Thierry Jousse, “Jacques
Derrida: Le cinéma et ses fantômes," Cahiers du Cinéma, no. 556 (April 2001): 77
(my translations).

20 Derrida and Steigler, 119.

21 Maurice Blanchot’s essay “Two Versions of the Imaginary,” published as an
appendix to The Space of Literature, trans. Ann Smock (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1989), plays out a logic of the image, death, and absence. 

22 Derrida and Stiegler, 120.

23 Derrida with De Baecque and Jousse, 77.

24 For a theory of emulsive cinema see Akira Mizuta Lippit’s Atomic Light
(Shadow Optics) (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006).

25 Derrida and Stiegler, 115.

26 Peter Brunette and David Wills, eds. Deconstruction and the Visual Arts: Art,
Media, Architecture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

27 Derrida consistently links cinema to the spectral. If, for the late nineteenth
century journalists, one who appears in a film survives because we can still see
him/her move in the world, according to Derrida, one who appears in a film sur-
vives as a point from which the world can be seen, as a point from which there will
have been a world. 

Furthermore, Derrida distinguishes between the cinema’s power to “stage fan-
tomality almost frontally . . . as in the tradition of cinéma fantasique, vampire movies,
ghost films, and certain Hitchcock movies,” and the spectral structure of the cine-
matographic image. As he says, “To understand the cinema, we must think the ensem-
ble of the phantom and capital, the latter being itself a spectral thing.” Derrida with
De Baecque and Jousse, 79.

28 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and
Barbra Habberjam (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986); and
Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989). From here on referred to as Cin-
ema 1 and Cinema 2.

29 Deleuze, Cinema 1, 3.

30 Ibid., 8.

Disc 28.2&3Type.qxd  8/7/08  12:26 PM  Page 26



Spring and Fall 2006 27

31 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. N. M. Paul and W. S. Palmer (New
York: Zone Books, 1990), 180.

32 Ibid., 189.

33 Ibid., 221.

34 E.g., Deleuze writes of Vertov’s view of machines as having “heart” and of the
eye in matter in Cinema 1, 39-40.

35 Deleuze, Cinema 1, 142.

36 Ibid., 145-46.

37 Ibid., 151.

38 Deleuze, Cinema 2, 173, 166.

39 Ibid., 171.

40 Ibid., 170.

41 Ibid., 172-73.

42 Ibid., 184.

43 Friedrich Nietzche, Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality, trans. R. J.
Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

Disc 28.2&3Type.qxd  8/7/08  12:26 PM  Page 27




