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The Philosophy of David Lynch is one of the latest volumes in the University
Press of Kentucky’s Philosophy of Popular Culture series. The contributors to
this volume have the difficult burden of making sense of some of the most
opaque films in contemporary American cinema. They generally succeed, but
how well they fulfill the task assigned to them by the editors, William J.
Devlin and Shai Biderman, which they say in the Introduction is ‘to explore
the unique and insightful philosophy of David Lynch’ (Devlin and Biderman,
4), is another matter. If the purpose of this book is to help fans of these films
understand ‘Lynch’s philosophy’ (Devlin and Biderman, 2), then it is odd
that except for a few exceptions there is no discussion of Transcendental
Meditation (TM). Lynch has practiced TM since the early 1970s, started a
foundation to promote the practice, and written Catching the Big Fish
(Lynch 2007) in which he discusses the influence of TM on his creative
process.
Richard Gaughran, almost alone among the contributors, mentions
Catching the Big Fish in his exploration of existentialist themes in Wild at
Heart (1990) and The Straight Story (1999). He uses a quote from it in
support of his argument that Lynch’s views about freedom and human
essence are importantly different from those espoused by existentialist
philosophers. Scott Hamilton Suter also draws upon writings by Lynch, as
well as some interviews, and discusses Lynch’s connections to TM. However,
Suter actually attributes to Lynch some Emersonian views in a very
illuminating interpretation of Twin Peaks (1990-91), although he does
discuss what he sees as some affinities between TM and Emerson. Mark
Walling’s chapter uses Zen Buddhism to interpret Lost Highway (1997),
arguing that in it Lynch ‘espouses a Zen Buddhist vision most fully’ (Walling
2011, 96). Specifically, the film is an argument against divided selves.
Walling tries to show how all the bad things that happen to the characters in
the film can be explained as consequences of ‘their dualistic tendencies’
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(Walling 2011, 107). He draws attention to the connection between these
views about the self and TM in a couple of footnotes, but nowhere else in the
text. Another chapter on Eastern Philosophy makes no mention of TM.
Ronie Parciack’s excellent analysis of Mulholland Dr. (2001) and Lost
Highway, draws upon Indian philosophy, in particular the Hindu AdvaitaVedānta and Buddhist Mādhyamika schools. Parciack rejects readings of
these films that attempt to distinguish between reality and fantasy in them.
Instead, Parciack encourages us to see both films as calling into question the
ontological validity of phenomenal reality.
The failure to mention TM by Parciack and the other authors can be
easily and variously justified. For example, they might say that extensive
discussion of TM is simply out of place in a book of academic philosophy
but that it would have a place in a more comprehensive consideration of
Lynch’s films. However, the editors’ stated goal of the volume should be
revised. Fortunately, there are other goals a volume like this can have and the
chapters in The Philosophy of David Lynch successfully, for the most part,
pursue them.
Popular culture and philosophy volumes can introduce a general
audience to philosophy. In the volume’s opening chapter, Robert Arp and
Patricia Brace share examples of both valid and fallacious reasoning from
several of Lynch’s films. These examples are intended to support a thesis
about how the ‘world is not inherently logical’ (Arp and Brace 2011, 7), but
this thesis is not very well developed. The chapter functions better as a
primer on logic and, as such, it is appropriately placed as the first chapter. It
is followed by a chapter by Simon Riches that examines the role played by
dreams and intuition in Twin Peaks which asks whether these are legitimate
means of knowledge acquisition. It does a good job of introducing the reader
to some fundamental issues in epistemology, such as the difference between a
priori and a posterioiri knowledge, and the dispute among philosophers over
how to define these forms of knowledge.
The other chapters in the volume use philosophy to illuminate
Lynch’s films. This is another suitable goal for volumes like this. Their
chapters do not need to discern the philosophy that is being expressed by the
films or is somehow inherent in them; there may be no such philosophy.
Instead, the chapters can use philosophy to improve our understanding of the
films. Examples of this approach in The Philosophy of David Lynch include
the chapter by Sander H. Lee which draws upon Schopenhauer, Sartre, and
Nietzsche in a very illuminating interpretation of Blue Velvet (1986). Jennifer
McMahon draws upon some of the same philosophers in her examination of
existentialist themes in Mulholland Dr. She focuses in particular on the
theme of self-deception and uses the film’s characters to illustrate how one
way we escape absurdity is through the lies we tell ourselves. Her chapter
includes a very good interpretation of the film’s perplexing Club Silencio
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sequence. Shai Frogel compares Alvin Straight of The Straight Story to
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra. This is an apt and revealing comparison, but in
making it Frogel draws extensively upon Carl Jung’s interpretation of Thus
Spoke Zarathustra.While it is interesting, since the interpretation is
psychological and not philosophical (and mostly about Nietzsche), sharing it
does not serve the goals of a volume like this. It also tends to obscure and
take space away from the excellent comparisons between Straight and
Zarathustra made by Frogel.
Like most of the others, these chapters draw upon famous philosophers in
their efforts to illuminate Lynch’s films. However, philosophy is more than
the philosophers whose texts we read in philosophy classes. It is not even
that. It is a set of skills for solving certain kinds of problems, along with a
collection of different attitudes towards those problems. There are good
exhibitions of these skills in this volume, but it seems their use has to be
excused by affiliating them with famous philosophers. It would have possibly
improved the volume if in more cases contributors relied only on their own
minds and skills to illuminate Lynch’s work.
Tal Correm’s chapter on The Elephant Man (1980) and The Straight Story is
the closest example of this approach. She provides an excellent examination
of Lynch’s cinematic techniques through the lens of phenomenology. While
her chapter includes a review of the most famous phenomenologists, such as
Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, this is appropriate for a
volume like this. The chapter’s purpose is to use the techniques for
understanding reality developed by these philosophers and apply them to
Lynch’s films. The other chapter on The Elephant Man, by Shai Biderman
and Assaf Tabeka, discusses a variety of philosophers, including G. W. F.
Hegel and Martin Buber, but draws from them a classification of types of
alienation which is used in an interpretation of the character John Merrick.
The thesis of this chapter is that the formation of the society depends upon
alienation, that is, the creation of monsters (or ‘outsiders’) like Merrick.
The volume manages to discuss almost all of Lynch’s feature films. There is
no discussion of his short films. Several chapters discuss the television series
Twin Peaks, even though, as Suter points, Lynch’s contribution to the series
was limited (Suter 2011, 175-6). There is a lot of discussion of The Straight
Story, the least Lynchian of the Lynch films (and I believe the only one to
receive a MPAA ‘G’ rating), but one of his finest. An entire chapter by
William J. Devlin is devoted to Dune (1984), but there is no other extended
discussion of it. Devlin explains the protagonist’s religious journey through
an examination of some epistemological questions in the philosophy of
religion, especially the question of how one can know he has a religious
calling. No chapter is devoted to the feature Inland Empire (2006) and it is
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only mentioned a couple of times, even though it is one of the films most in
need of some philosophical illumination.1
Also missing from these chapters but posing a more serious problem for their
projects is any consideration of the humour in Lynch’s films. Part of the
appeal of his films has been their dark and absurd humour. This humour is
also important when trying to interpret his films. For example, pervasive,
absurd humour in a film modifies our expectations about coherency and
realism. So, it is unfortunate that none of the chapters dealing with the
subject of interpretation examine Lynch’s humour. In addition to Parciack,
Jason Southworth takes up interpretation in his chapter on Eraserhead
(1977). In his effort to distinguish between literal and metaphorical imagery
in the film, he does not follow Parciack’s recommendation to dispense with
such dichotomous approaches to interpreting Lynch’s films. Eraserhead, in
particular, just seems like the wrong film to which to apply such a
distinction. Southworth says that Lynch ‘blurs the lines between what should
be understood as real and what is intended to be understood metaphorically’
(Southworth 2011, 190), but he might have been dissuaded from seeing any
line at all in Eraserhead by a greater attention to the film’s absurd humour.2
The interpretation Southworth offers is nevertheless interesting and involves
seeing in the film a rejection of ‘traditional conceptions of morality’
(Southworth 2011, 191). He concludes by reviewing examples from the
history of philosophy of such rejections, namely, nihilism, existentialism, and
Wittgenstein. However, the ‘Wittgensteinian morality’ (Southworth 2011,
203) he describes is derived entirely from an expansive reading of
Wittgenstein’s comments on family resemblance concepts and has no basis
otherwise in Wittgenstein’s writings. Russell Manning is more in sympathy
with Parciack in his consideration of ‘the Lynchian World’ (Manning 2011,
61). Manning sees Lynch’s films as attempts to express the sublime (what
Manning labels ‘the Thing’ [Manning 2011, 61]). This requires an
interpretive approach to his films that appreciates film viewing as an
experience and focuses less on discerning the films’ meanings. Parciack and
Manning are on the right track, but their accounts are incomplete without a
consideration of Lynch’s idiosyncratic humour and how humour in films
generally should modify our interpretative approaches.
There are philosophical ideas present in Lynch’s films, and the
greatest success of these chapters is in revealing them. These ideas need not
be David Lynch’s (although some of the authors automatically attribute them
to him); that can only be determined through a consideration of his own
expressed views, and there is little effort to do that in this volume. That is
not a problem with the volume, only with the editors’ stated aspirations for it
1

There is a chapter devoted to Inland Empire in the forthcoming Sinnerbrink 2011.
Consider how similarly futile it would be at attempt to distinguish the literal and
metaphorical in, say, an Edward Albee or Samuel Beckett play.
2
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(and perhaps its title). Despite some other problems, this volume does help
make sense of Lynch’s films or at least—because of chapters like those by
Parciack and Manning—clarifies what that amounts to.
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