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Introduction

This woman, this head chef, has the ability to transform a dinner into a kind of love affair. A love affair that made no distinction between bodily appetite and spiritual appetite.

A casual viewing of Babette’s Feast (Babettes gæstebud) reveals a film in which the eyes – and mouths – of religious zealots are opened to the glories of the sensual world. The film faithfully adapts Isak Dinesen’s (Karen Blixen’s nom de plume) short story about two devout sisters, Martine and Filippa, who live an austere life of religious devotion and charitable work in a remote village in Jutland, Denmark. They take in a French maid, Babette, who has fled France following the counter-revolutionary bloodshed that saw the fall of the Paris Commune. Unbeknown to the sisters, Babette is a celebrated chef and after a chance windfall, thanks to a lottery ticket her friend in Paris has been renewing, she cooks the somewhat unwilling locals an incredible, revelatory French dinner. Ironically, this is to celebrate what would have been the one hundredth birthday of the father of the sisters, who founded their Lutheran sect in which culinary indulgence is a sin. The film could be read as a critique of what Nietzsche called life-denying religion in favour of life-affirming sensuality.

Were it that simple, Gabriel Axel’s magnificent film would not be the enduring masterpiece it unquestionably is. For Axel, the film, which he both wrote and directed, was a labour of love which took fourteen years to bring to the screen. Axel brings a sensuousness to the film lacking in the source story, even as he follows it remarkably faithfully. What reads as a kind of parable in print becomes on film a much more rounded, warm human story.

Released in 1987, the following year it won the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film (beating the hot favourite Louis Malle’s Au Revoir Les Enfants); the Baftas for Best Film not in the English Language, Best Actress and Best Screenplay (Adapted); and the London Film Critics’ Circle Foreign Language Film of the Year award. The film regularly appears in lists of all-time greats, and is number ten in the journal Image’s list of Top 100 Arts & Faith Films. It stands head and shoulders above all Axel’s other work.
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‘This woman, this head chef, has the ability to transform a dinner into a kind of love affair. A love affair that made no distinction between bodily appetite and spiritual appetite.’

To view the film as a simple dramatization of the conflict between worldly pleasure and other-worldly salvation is to get it profoundly wrong. As General Lorens Löwenhielm says in the film, Babette’s genius is her ‘ability to transform a dinner into a kind of love affair. A love affair that made no distinction between bodily appetite and spiritual appetite.’ Babette’s Feast is not about the battle between religiosity and secularity but a deep examination of how the two can come together. It shows how the traditional distinctions between the spiritual and the secular, the transcendent and the immanent, are a lot less clear than is assumed, and in many cases non-existent. That is what made it possible for Pope Francis, when still plain Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio, to name it as one of his favourite films.1
Babette’s Feast merits reading as an example of what philosopher Stephen Mulhall calls film as philosophy, in which films ‘think seriously and systematically … in just the ways that philosophers do’.2 The idea that films can actually do rather than merely dramatize philosophy might seem a strange one. Everyone generally accepted as a canonical philosopher – Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Hume – has written prose texts which develop lines of argument from premises to conclusion. This kind of written, reasoned argument has become the default mode of doing philosophy to such an extent that even imagining other ways of philosophizing has become difficult.

There are three ways in which films tend to be thought of as philosophical, none of which captures this idea of film as philosophy. The first kind are ones in which much of the characters’ dialogue comprises philosophical argumentation and commentary on the action, such as Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh Seal (1957) or Woody Allen’s Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989). The second are straight documentaries, such as Astra Taylor’s Zizek! (2005) and Examined Life (2008). The third are when the action of the film can be seen as a thought experiment working through the consequences of a philosophical idea. Most famously, many books have been written about philosophy and The Matrix, which explores the sceptical possibility raised by Plato, Descartes and others that what we perceive as the real world is actually a systematic, comprehensive simulation.

When any of these three kinds of film do philosophy they are generally putting what we generally recognize as philosophy into cinematic form. The kind of film as philosophy that most interests me, however, does more: it actually does philosophy in a uniquely filmic way.

All philosophy is an attempt to make coherent, truthful sense of the world and how we ought to live in it in the absence of an agreed empirical method for getting at the answers. That is why in a sense philosophy today is left with the questions that science can’t answer but which still must be asked.
Western philosophy addresses these questions through systematic prose argument. But this does not exhaust the potential modes of doing real, proper philosophy. In Japanese philosophy, for instance, there is more of a recognized role for art and poetry. The Shintō scholar Fujitani Mitsue eloquently explained the rationale for this when he wrote, ‘When I cannot take just what I am thinking and use either direct language or metaphor but I also cannot refrain from speaking, then of necessity I compose a poem.’3

What makes any mode genuinely philosophical, whether it is a poem or an argument, is whether it is reason-giving. That is to say, it doesn’t just present a way of seeing the world on the basis of authority, or in a take-it-or-leave-it way. Rather, it offers reasons for the way of understanding it advocates, reasons that others can understand, assess and critique. This is the sense in which philosophy is dialectical: it requires at the least the possibility of two or more points of view becoming engaged in a constructively critical dialogue. In practice, philosophical texts – be they books, poems or films – tend to represent only one voice. But if they are appropriately reason-giving they invite a dialectical process to begin between the author and reader, listener or viewer.

Arguments are only one way of offering reasons. Another, equally powerful and important, is by showing or attending. This, rather than arguing, is in fact what a lot of the best philosophers spend a lot of time doing in their great texts. Descartes is most famous for three words: cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore I am). This looks like an argument but in fact its force comes from Descartes’s invitation to attend to what happens when we doubt and so observe that the very act of doubting requires an existing doubter. Hence in his Meditations he has no ‘therefore’ but simply says that the one thing he cannot doubt is ‘I am, I exist.’4 Similarly, Hume’s challenge to Descartes’s conclusion that this ‘I’ is single, simple and indivisible is to ask us to attend to what happens when we are conscious in order that we observe the absence of a single unified self and see that we are all merely bundles of perceptions.5
Films can do philosophy by showing and inviting us to attend. Babette’s Feast does not present a systematic argument for collapsing the sacred/secular distinction, rather it shows us why the distinction is a false one. Similarly, it does not systematically describe what is sacred in the sensual world but it does very carefully attend to it. Furthermore, we can reflect upon and debate what is being shown, to assess whether it is a truthful showing or a distorting one.

Film as philosophy at its best is not merely an alternative way of doing what philosophy does by conventional means anyway. There are some philosophical questions that are better dealt with by methods other than prose argument, as Babette’s Feast illustrates. It is in large part a philosophical investigation of what it means to live a religious life in full recognition of our mortality and corporeality. The film is the best philosophical ‘text’ on the subject, this book a mere commentary on it.
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