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. Philosophic Exc‘aange, Vol. 14 [1983], No. 1, Art. 3
Carroll's “From Real to Reel”

Jack C. Wolf

It is apparent at the outset that the basic considerations
of Professor Carroll's discussion 1lie not in 1logic or in
criticiam per ae but in the lumprecisions of language and the
failure of language as a representation or “map” of “reality,”
a matter vhich I do not propose to re—-examine as part of this
discussion. However, these basic problems lead in many cases to
the splittiag of non-existent hairs, and I suspect that the
continuing controversy betwveen “fiction™ and "non-fiction,"”
“subjective® and “"objective,” may be a case in point.

In principle 1 agree with Professor Carroll's position that
io so far as one can distinguiah betwveen “fictional™ and “non-
fictional™ anything, it 1s Jjust as valid to consider “fic-
tional™ aod “non-fictional® film as it is to speak of “fiction~
ard “non-fiction™ 1in literature. That does not mean that
either classification is necessarily a valid or legitimate one
in any absolute or ultimate sense any more than it is valid to
think of perception of the world as an “either-or® condition.
It does wean, hovever, that 1f one wishea to generate or
continue a discussion, it 1is essential to reject both the
extrewe subjective viewvpoint of solipsism as well as the
extreme objective viewpoint of formal objectivisa. It 1is a
Procrustean process, admittedly, and one with which many ms'-
not agree, but it ia essential if there is to be any discussion
of the possibility of objectivity in non-fiction filw.

A good place to begin an examination of Carroll’s preaen-
tation is with the two criteria he proposes for considering the
relationship of "objectivity® to “non-fiction” film. The first
criterion, he suggests, ia the producer’s label! or “index,” and
it must be accepted without question. Whatever the producer
calla “non-fiction™ film 1ia non-fiction fiim. This 1is not
unlike recent claims in literature with regard to poetry or the
earlier situation of Mambrino’a helmet in Don Quixote, that 1ia,
anything is what I chooae to call {it.

The second criterion, after acceptance of the producer's
claasification, is that the material in the fila be mmasured
against an eapirical reality to judge the non-fiction fila's
degree of “objectivity.” But, Carroll cautions, we amuat be
prepared to discover that the film has little or no corres-
pondence to reality. It wsy, indeed, be completely untrue as
far as verifiable fact is concernmed. However, that the film be
partially or completely untrue to fact does not affect 1ita
being “non-fiction™ because “non—-fiction™ refera not to the
film or ita content but to the intention of the producer, that

is, to a subjective judgment.
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Tbis 1ia sowething of 8 departure froe cuastomary ssaumptioons
vhich 1insiat on a wore interdependent relationship between
“non-fiction® and “objectivity,” and indeed wmsny dictionaries
end handbooks define the terms ss synonywous, sharing a rela-
tionship to exterval criteria. Carroll wskea an excluesive
dietinction, however, because he is arguing that non-fiction
film can exiat vittout being verifiably true to aay degree as
vell ss being verifiably true to sowe degree, a condition wvhich
vould not be legitimste or poassible if fidelity to some exter-
nal reality vere admitted as part of the criteria basic to the
initial labeling or “indexing.”

But thia raiasea further problems. 1f, ss Carroll atatea at
one point “nonfiction refers to the actual vorld™ and “fiction.
.. refers to segments of poaaible wvorlde,” how can one distin-
guish betwveen the imagined or faleified reality in a “nonfic-
tion™ film and the imagined reality in sowe ~“fiction™ filw?
After all, fiction files auch as the currently popular Gandhi
or the recent televiesion blockbuster Winda of War recreate
ecenes which actually happened during past eras and use dias-
logue which, ss a matter of historical record, was actually
spoken. Yet the filwms are historical fiction even though, ac-
cepting Carroll’s criteria, they wight just as easily be
labeled non~fiction.

Further, once the label of “non-fiction” has been accepted,
aa Carroll ingsiata it must be, further verification with regard
to any extermal or “real” existence ia redundant. As with
Mambrino'a helwset, the product wmy 1in no wvay accord with
“reality,” but that cannot change its index. So we have the
paradox that, according to Carroll, although the label “non-
fiction” rtefera to the “actusl wvorld,” it doea not in any wvay
have to bde verifiable aa referring to the actwal wvorld. In
fact, as closer examination reveals, the term “non-fiction” in
Carroll's view indicates nothing but the fiat of the producer
that wve =uat accept the product as deing true to external
reality, or the “actual world,” without being allowved to check
ita truthfulness of representation or even to Question it.

It ia therefore imposaible, in Carroll’s echeme, to die-
tinguish Detwveen references to aome “actual wvorld” and refer-
ences to aome “poasible world™ because both are the same world,
filmic reslities which must be accepted aa “real”™ becsuee they
have been ao labeled by the producer and to which wve cannot
apply exterual criteris of objective truth.,

One might ask why not juet let the producer declare his
file “objective” at the sene time aa he labels it “non-fiction”
aud thus avoid the difficulty entirely. The answer is that
thia wvould eske the whole resolution of the question one of
coonplete subjectivity and would, therefore, ss in a solipaietic
ayatem, allov no further discussion. But one must wvonder at
the value of any discuasaion bsaed aa it ia in Carroll's presen-
tation on such an arbitrary point as the producer's subjective
deciasion in labeling.
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The principal value 1in Carroll's presentation, it would
seem, ia in its largely iwplicit insistence that any discussion
of “fiction™ versus “non-fiction,” “reality” versus “illusion,”
or “objective” versus “subjective” can be possible and produc-
tive only if the extreme positions of solipsism and objectivism
saud the wore generalized statementa of the problem are avoided.

Thus, I would agree that it is possible to coasider auch
filem as historical recordings of events, training films, and
newsreels as “"noo-fiction™ decause, even though they sare not
complete, they do present inforaation verifiable against other
records and other externsl criteria. And in ao far as they are
intended to isostruct or infor» and are faithful to their
intent, they are non~fiction. I do not agree with Carroll's
position that the label of the producer ie the one and only
criterion acceptable for deterwining the category of film. 1f
the producer says the product {s true to “actual reslity” and
it is demonstrably false to that “actual reality,” then 4t is
fiction, an untruth, and the 1abel s8hould be rejected.

With “fiction” filmse, of course, there ia no problen.
These are intended to entertain, sake no claims to portray or
truthfully represent any actusal, existing world —— even though
per accidens they must to aome extent do so — and the question
of objectivity does not apply to them.

But the value of “non~fiction”™ aa & ladel, &8 verbal map of
reality, is to tell the audience how to consider and judge the
film, and no smount of calling it truth when it is fictiono will
substitute for verifiability of the fimasl product.
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