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Philosophy, much like many other practiced educational arts such as astronomy and psychology has been around for a long time.  Like other educational arts philosophy is subject to improvements and adaptations from evolving new technologies.  Film is one of these evolving new technologies and philosopher Stephen Mulhall argues that film is not only a type of philosophy, but that film can actually do philosophy.  By citing evidence from David Fincher’s 2000 movie Fight Club, I intend to not only prove Mulhall’s argument correct, but also bring to life some of the philosophical insights and reflections about human identity that Fight Club has to offer.
Mulhall explains that film can be a philosophical exercise that contributes to philosophical reflection and thought by provoking “serious and systematic thinking” through “reflecting and evaluating” the philosophical views and arguments made apparent within a film (Wartenberg 23).  Mulhall describes this concept of film doing philosophy as “philosophy in action” in his 2002 book On Film.  It is important to note that Mulhall clearly believes that although film can do philosophy, not all films necessarily do.  In On Film, Mulhall uses the popular Alien film tetralogy to prove that some films can do philosophy.  In this set of films a common theme raised is the relation of human identity to embodiment.  Mulhall argues that the Alien movies have sophistication and self-awareness that deploy and develop the commonly seen theme of human identity and are thus making real contributions to the philosophical discussion about human identity (Wartenberg 23).  This important contribution to philosophy, Mulhall would say, is evidence that the films are in fact philosophy in action.
Although set in a completely different time period with a completely different plot, Fight Club develops the idea of human identity as well.  Throughout the film Edward Norton’s character Jack (officially called ‘the narrator’) struggles to figure out what defines him and who he really is.   Early on in the film he identifies himself through his consumerist material goods.  Jack’s hold on a consumerist identity is evident in his phone conversation with the detective assigned to his case after his apartment explodes: “Look, nobody takes this more seriously than me.  That condo was my life, okay?  I loved every stick of furniture in that place.  That was not just a bunch of stuff that got destroyed- IT WAS ME!” (Fight Club).  Later we see Jack’s alter-ego of Tyler Durden constantly contradicting Jack’s original consumerism mindset, reinforcing the idea to Jack and to fellow peers that they are not what they have accrued in material goods, but instead stresses the romantic idea of self-creation.  Throughout the movie Jack seems to be debating with himself as to whether or not he truly knows who he is or if he is actually just a store-bought interpretation of himself.  This idea is further explored when Tyler asks Jack “How much can you know about yourself if you’ve never been in a fight?”  This question, as well as the other ideas imposed by Jack’s thoughts leaves lasting ramifications on those watching the movie, and helps show that Mulhall is correct in his argument that film can do philosophy.

The Fight Club viewing audience can relate to Jack and his disillusioned ideas of identity, and it is this conscious connection of audience to film that further proves Mulhall’s point that film can be philosophy in action.  The produced relationship between the viewers of Fight Club and the actual film itself sparks philosophical thought about the viewers own personal identity.  In fact, the very question “How much can you know about yourself if you’ve never been in a fight?” evokes a thought process among the viewing audience, especially for those who have never actually been in a fight before.  Fight Club causes the audience to reflect on their own life and review their own identity, and by discovering more about themselves the audience has participated in a philosophical reflection, and has thus proven that the picture can do philosophy.
One might argue that these provoked philosophical thoughts are an external process independent from the film.  This notion however, is false, as the film undoubtedly accomplishes these feats on its own accord.  The thoughts and ideas of human identity provoked in Fight Club are not presented for the audience’s mere external entertainment, but they are rather an important function to the narrative plot of the film.  Without thinking about the philosophical ideas raised in the movie, the viewing audience would not be able to sympathize with Jack’s character and fully understand the entire scope of the movie.  In fact, the entire movie itself is a flashback of Jack’s life that’s entire purpose is to help Jack understand how he got into the predicament he finds himself in.  Imagine watching Fight Club start to finish but leaving out the flashback of Jack’s life, so that all you are aware of is Jack sitting in a chair with a gun raised to his head:  Soon enough Jack will make a gun fly through mid-air, shoot himself in the head but somehow kill Tyler Durden, and then several high-rise buildings in what appears to be downtown New York will implode right before a penis is flashed in front of the screen for a few frames.  As you can see, without the philosophical insights Jack brings to life throughout the movie Fight Club would be downright ludicrous. 
Fight Club is philosophy in action; it is a modern-day thought experiment that raises questions about human identity.  Stephen Mulhall argues that film can do philosophy, and Fight Club is undoubtedly a clear example of this fact and proves Stephen Mulhall to be correct.
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