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EXISTENTIAL FEELINGS: 

HOW CINEMA MAKES US FEEL ALIVE 

Dina Mendonça (New University of Lisbon) 

 

 

This paper explores the role of existential feelings1 in films, and the impact of the 

connections between cinema and existential feelings for emotional life in general. 

The paper begins by explaining the notion of existential feelings2 and illustrating 

them in films with Black Swan (2010) and The Help (2011). Then, the paper concludes 

that movies offer provide insights about our own existential feelings because films 

promote emotional awareness by the way they function as emotional laboratories. 

This will lead us to examine the presence and role of surprise for emotional 

awareness in general, and by seeing how it works within suspense movies with the 

illustration of Rebecca (1940). The analysis will show how the paradox of suspense is 

tied to the way we can be surprised by our own feelings, including our own 

existential feelings. The paper concludes that the cinema is capable of providing this 

privileged place for exploration because it maintains our ability to feel surprise and 

keep open to surprise. 

Matthew Radcliffe introduced the term “existential feelings” identifying a 

dimension of emotional life that had not yet been identified by philosophers of 

emotion.3 Existential feelings are feelings that capture the ways in which we find 

ourselves in the world.4 Radcliffe points out that these existential feelings are often 

described in daily talk such as when “[p]eople talk of feeling conspicuous, alive, 

distant, dislodged, overwhelmed, cut off, lost, disconnected, out of sorts, out of 

touch with things, out of it, not quite with it, separate, detached, at one with the 

world, in harmony with things, and part of things.”5 Radcliffe thinks existential 
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feelings are central to the structure of all human experience,6 and that they are both 

feelings of the body and ways of finding oneself in a world.7 

Existential feelings are distinct from emotions and moods, because they report 

to how one finds oneself in the world and they shape all experience, so they are 

prior to emotions and to moods. When people have emotions and moods, they are 

already felt within a world of feeling. For example, I can feel happy about a present 

(emotion) even though I woke up in a foul mood (mood) while I already feel 

something about how I am in the world, such as a sense of connectedness with 

reality as a sense of belonging to the world (existential feeling). Therefore, existential 

feelings are distinct from emotions and moods because “they are structures of 

relatedness between self and world, which comprise a changeable sense of ‘reality,’ 

‘situatedness,’ ‘locatedness,’ ‘connectedness,’ ‘significance’.”8 However, precisely 

because they are structures of our experience of the world, they are hard to capture 

and are best identified when there are changes in them, that is, “where the sense of 

reality is diminished, fragmented or otherwise changed.”9 Thus, Radcliffe analysis 

focuses on psychiatric illnesses and literary works, which are two instances in which 

such changes are most easily identifiable.  

Radcliffe uses the phenomenology of touch to illuminate how “existential 

feelings are both a bodily feeling and a way of experiencing the world.”10 It is by 

exploring the details of such a bodily feeling that Radcliffe explains in more detail 

how existential feelings are way of experiencing the body. The phenomenology of 

touch works both as an analogy for a better understanding of existential feelings 

and as a constitutive part of existential feelings. As Radcliffe writes, “there is more 

than just an analogy between existential feeling and touch ! the tactile background 

contributes to our sense of belonging to the world, structuring more localized tactile 

experience and our experiences more generally. Thus it is partly constitutive of 

existential feeling.”11 Consequently, Radcliffe’s existential feelings are another way 
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to argue that our connection to the world is necessarily an embodied connection to 

the world. Radcliffe begins to unfold the insights of the phenomenology of touch by 

pointing how the term bodily feeling is equivocal because when we touch someone 

else in the shoulder with one of our hands, we are both feeling the shoulder with the 

hand, and how the shoulder feels in the hand.12 Radcliffe reminds us that touch is a 

whole body phenomenon, and not limited to the experience of the hands: when we 

kick a ball we are touching it with our feet, when we hug someone we are touching 

them with our arms and torso. To illustrate the encompassing sense of touch, 

Radcliffe gives the example of how resting confortable on a couch for a prolonged 

period of time makes us feel like we are not actually touching anything, because 

“there is a loss of boundaries, a gradual dissipation of any clear sense of where the 

body ends and the couch begins.”13 The illustration calls our attention to the fact 

that the absence of direct tactile experience is also an important part of tactile 

experience. He writes,  

  

[t]he touch of one’s clothes is not ordinarily at the forefront of awareness but its 

absence can be. If one takes off one’s clothes and walks around the room (even a 

warm room), the sense of not being touched can be quite pronounced, at least 

for a short time. There is a feeling of something being “missing.” Indeed I am 

not sure that there is ever a complete “absence” of touch.14  

 

That is, when we touch something for a long period of time, the touching may 

become an absence of tactile experience, which is not the denial of such 

phenomenology but an important part of understanding the phenomenology of 

touch. Radcliffe points out that touching is always intimately connected with an 

activity. For example, touching a pillow will be different if we are in bed falling 

asleep from when we are using it in a pillow fight. And just like touch is connected 
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to the activities we undergo, existential feelings are intimately tied to the activities 

we do.15 So similarly, an existential sense of disconnection will feel different when 

one is walking on the streets alone from when one is having dinner with one’s 

family.  

In his analysis of touch Radcliffe identifies several characteristics of the 

phenomenology of touch, such as 1) touching is a relation between body and world, 

2) in touching both what is touched or what touches can be the focus of attention, 3) 

there is not necessarily a clear distinction between boundaries of self and world, 4) 

there does not need to be specific physical contact with the body.16 Since the 

phenomenology of touch is both an analogy to better understand existential feelings 

and a constitutive part of them,17 the enumerated characteristics of touch provide a 

good way to describe the existential feelings.  Consequently, an existential sense of 

disconnection can be described by the lack of relation between body and world, (1) 

with a sense that nothing is the focus of attention (2) and that everything and 

everybody else also looks and feels disconnected (3) regardless of how one touches 

or is touched by things and people in the world (4). That is, to better grasp the 

existential feelings we can describe the bodily feelings that go with the same feelings 

through its phenomenology of touch.  

Due to their “diachronic character,”18 existential feelings are always present. 

When someone goes to see a film they experience it the way there are in the world, for 

example someone who feels disconnected will watch a film with that emotional 

background. The film itself will have different modes of presenting existential 

feelings: different characters will portray different existential feelings, and different 

aspects of mise-en-scène will amplify the characters’ existential feelings or provide 

different ones. For example, in the Black Sawn the spectator can both experience the 

young dancer’s existential feelings of confusion from illusionary experiences, as well 

as the existential feeling of realism given by the general mise-en-scène.19 The Black 
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Swan is about a young dancer, Nina (Natalie Portman), who competes for the new 

principal dancer of the opening season of the Swan Lake. Nina begins to experience 

strange things has she forces herself to practice for perfection after she gets the role. 

The director (Vincent Cassel) tells Nina that there is another dancer who will be able 

to take the role if Nina doesn’t overcome the coldness of her flawless technique. The 

two young dancers gets complicated by Nina’s hallucinations. Nina’s mother (Barbara 

Hershey), a retired dancer with whom Nina lives becomes concern with Nina and 

tries to prevent her daughter from dancing on the opening night unsuccessfully. The 

threat of another dancer taking up her leading role takes Nina to stab the other young 

dancer, Lily (Mila Kunis) and hide her body. At the end of the first act Nina realizes 

that her fight was imaginary and that she has stabbed herself. The film ends with the 

last scene of the Snow Lake performance, in which the White Swan of the ballet 

throws herself off a cliff, showing Nina falling to a hidden mattress and, has the 

theatre explodes into applauses and the director and the rest of the cast come to 

congratulate Nina, she bleeds to death while she whispers “I felt it. Perfect. It was 

perfect.” The film offers both Nina’s disrupted sense of reality thus having a 

disconnected type of existential feeling, and a continuum sense of reality offered by 

the other characters and the general mise-en-scène. Given the assumed position of 

realism from the spectator’s point of view, the contrast can be taken as an effort to 

portray and understand the special and difficult existential surroundings of someone 

who has the existential feeling of disconnectedness.  

In this way the Black Swan takes up the stance of Radcliffe by focusing on a 

psychiatric illness to make our existential feelings more visible. Existential feelings 

are always in the background and not easily seen and, Radcliffe tells us, they “are 

most amiable to phenomenological reflection when they shift”20 because they 

become more visible when we see that they are not there.21 So one way to 

understand them is to look at the moments in which the “structure of world-
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experience can change.”22 When we experience a film we change our world-

experience by seeing a film because we enter the world of fiction. Fiction is a special 

place for emotional experience because it functions as a type of emotional 

laboratory,23 where we try out how certain situations make us feel. The exploration 

of our feelings in fiction happens at the level of emotions (how we feel about 

situations certain characters live, how we feel about certain characters, how we feel 

about emotions of certain characters), and also at the meta-level (how we feel about 

what we feel about situations certain characters live, how we feel about how we feel 

about certain characters, how we feel about how we feel about emotions of certain 

characters). In addition, we are given the existential feelings of the film, and the 

ones of the characters.  

In light of this, I want to suggest that the Black Swan provides insights to our 

existential feelings twice: first because it focuses on a specific change in existential 

feelings given by the contrast of disconnectedness and illusion versus realism; and 

second because watching a film is a way to deliberately change our sense of reality 

by moving from daily life to the fictional space.  

The claim that by going to see a movie the spectator is already undergoing a 

change in existential feelings can be further explored with an illustration. Radcliffe 

explains that, “existential feelings constitute a sense of the kinds of possibility that the 

world offers.”24 Therefore, given that fiction can be taken as an experimental space 

for emotions and meta-emotions, the cinematic experience of existential feelings 

may be best illustrated in a film with a story about possibilities and changes in 

possibilities. The Help is specially suited to reflect on existential feelings in cinematic 

emotional laboratories because existential feelings are tied to senses of possibilities 

and this film clearly shows a shift of possibilities. 

The Help is an adaptation of the novel The Help (2009) portraying the 

relationships between maids and their white employers during the Civil Rights in 
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the early 60s. “Skeeter” Phelan (Emma Stone), a young white woman who has 

recently moved back home to her family's plantation after graduation, decides to 

write a book, The Help, based on the lives of the maids who have spent their entire 

lives taking care of white children. The film begins with scenesof an interview to 

Aibileen Clark (Viola Davis). The excerpt of the interview at the beginning of the 

movie ends with the sad gaze of Aibileen as she tries to answer the question “How 

does it feel to raise a white child when your own child is being looked after by 

somebody else?” Aibileen starts to reply “It feels…” but she never puts words on 

her feelings.  Illustrating how difficult it is to describe our existential feelings and 

how they feel. At this moment the story of the film begins to be narrated by Aibileen 

who introduces herself by saying “I’ve raised seventeen kids in my life. Looking 

after white babies that is what I do.” At first the maids are reluctant to talk to 

Skeeter, because they are afraid that they will lose their jobs or worse. Aibileen is the 

first to share her stories, after she realizes that the children whom she has been 

raising are growing up to be just like their parents. Her friend, Minny (Octavia 

Spencer), who has just been fired for using the indoor bathroom during a 

thunderstorm, instead of going to use the separate outdoor toilet, is the next one to 

share her stories for the book.  A first draft of the book is sent to Miss Stein, an editor 

for Harper & Row in New York, who requires more interviews quickly, as she thinks 

the Civil Right Movement is a passing event. As racial tensions become more and 

more tense in the town, the maids change their minds and Skeeter obtains 

numerous other interviews. The book is accepted for publication and is a success. 

Skeeter shares her royalties with the maids, and is offered a job with a publishing 

company in New York. Throughout the movie we hear Abileen’s voice narrating her 

feelings and thoughts about what is happening. At the end of the movie Aibileen is 

fired and the film ends with the image of her final sentence of her narration in 

which she says, “no one ever asked me how it felt to be me. Once I told that I felt 



Cinema 3  ARTICLES | ARTIGOS  Mendonça  218 

free. And I got to thinking about all the people I know and things I’d seen and done 

my boy always said we were going to have a writer in our family one day I guess it 

is going to be me.”  

There are several moments we can observe existential feelings and their impact 

in The Help. First, when Aibileen explicitly talks about them, as when she says “I lost 

my boy four years ago. After that I just didn’t want to live any more,” of when she 

further describes “After my boy died a bitter seed was placed inside me.” Also, we 

see experiential feelings when we observe the character’s existential feeling in 

images. For example, at the beginning Aibileen is asked how did she felt about 

raising a child when she knew her child was home with someone else. She turns to 

the window and merely says “…. It feels…” Instead it is the following sequence of 

shots that provides us with the emotional tonality of her existential feelings: first she 

thinks about it, her eyes move up as when we search thinking hard for something, 

then her eyes look at something, then we are told what she is looking at with a shot 

of her diseased young boy, then we see her face again completely taken by the 

sadness and then finally she looks out the window gazing as when someone is taken 

by such an indescribable pain that the only thing possible to do is to continue one’s 

chores and look at the window in a pain that no one else seems to understand. Later 

in the film we are reminded of this existential state with the repetition of the 

question and the repetition of her gaze out of the window.  

In addition, we also see how the characters’ existential feelings are variable. For 

example, the sense of despair and pointless sense of life described by Aibileen also 

shifts to give place to an existential feeling of shared humour when she jokes and 

laughs with her friend Minny. Radcliffe describes that the way we find ourselves in 

the world is quite variable even though we also have a normal, consistent way of 

belonging to the world, which mostly we take for granted.25 In the fictional space it 

is easier to identify the variability of existential feelings within the regular way of 
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belonging to the world because it is possible to compress months (sometimes years 

within two hours). Therefore, we are capable of seeing how existential feelings of 

characters change as time goes by and the way events change the characters’ 

relation to how they are in the world. For example, at the beginning of the film we 

are told that Aibileen sees through her son’s statement that there is the possibility 

that someone in her family could become a writer. But her son’s death shattered all 

her sense of possibilities. Yet, the turn of events grants a new possibility, namely that 

she is the one who will be the writer of her family. In this shift of possibilities we 

acknowledge how the character of Aibileen changes existential feelings. Aibileen is 

no longer looking out the window as she was in the beginning of the film. Now she 

is walking forward. The image of the road ahead of Aibileen looks sunny and bright 

and her walking on it steady and secure amplifies the sense of new possibility of her 

last sentence. Thus, the film is a testimony of how “existential feelings vary in all 

sorts of subtle ways from person to person and from time to time. And the 

existential feelings of some people no doubt fluctuate more that those of others.”26 

The illustration from The Help identifies several ways in which we can see existential 

feelings and their modifications.  

Watching a film provides examples of existential feelings, as well as examples of 

interesting shifts in existential feelings. More importantly, cinema also provides 

insights into our own existential feelings. The experience of watching a film takes us 

out of the world in such a way that when the film ends we slowly return to the 

world and slowly remember the bills that must be paid, the overdue essays, the 

parents meetings at the school, etc., and we slowly return to feeling how we feel in 

the world. Our sense of belonging to the world is not like a connection of a solid 

rock to the ground. As Radcliffe explains, there are many different daily situations in 

which we notice feelings of being detached and removed from our world, such as 

when is suffering from a jetlag, or a bad hangover. These moments in which the 
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world becomes strange in a very difficult way to describe “draw attention to the 

fragility of our sense of belonging to the world.”27 Thus, activities that place us in a 

suspended mode allow for awareness of existential feelings because “it is when 

practical dealings get disrupted that our background understanding of the world 

comes briefly into focus.”28 Watching a film offers such momentary suspension of 

life.  

It is in these moments where our connection to the world becomes a point of 

focus that we are more capable of changing our existential feelings. Because the 

focusing on existential feelings may produce reflection, which may ultimately 

reshape such existential feelings for, Radcliffe explains, “a conceptual appreciation 

of a situation, which is itself embedded in existential feeling, can serve to reshape 

the existential feeling in which it is embedded. Existential feeling is not impervious 

to the influence of experiences and thoughts.”29 In addition, the type of experience 

provided by a movie may produce feelings that penetrate and change existential 

feelings. For example, one can imagine someone feeling quite disconnected from 

their friends and regaining a sense of connection after seeing The Help by feeling the 

different types of friendships shown in the film. To explain in more detail how such 

an example could be possible it is necessary to examine how the experience of 

cinema can take us by surprise.  

Surprise results from the occurrence of the unexpected (either an event or a 

thought or feeling, of an action, etc.), and movies often provide such unexpected 

occurrences. Surprise does not always have the same intensity or form and a movie 

may offer different types of surprises. For example, moments in a film may startle 

us, or shock us, or we may be surprised by the turn of events of a story, by the type 

of music that accompanies a specific sequence of scenes, or we may be left in a state 

of awe after seeing a film, or a specific scene may leave us in a state of wonder about 

a specific question. Finally, after experiencing a film we may be surprised by 
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something it reveals about ourselves, or astonished by how we connect to a certain 

character, or perplexed by how scared we stay after seeing an outcome we had 

already guessed, or by being indifferent to a story we consider touching. In sum, 

there is no end to the possibilities of surprise in cinema. In addition, because of the 

indefinable and elusive immediacy of films, which allows the films to go beyond the 

abilities of other art forms,30 the instances of surprise in cinema are unique in their 

strength and speed.31  

Surprise directs our attention to whatever surprised us and we are more 

capable of being caught by new possibilities, new information, and new awareness. 

Surprise has interesting bodily effects, which make it almost impossible to miss that 

we are in a state of surprise. Darwin’s description of surprise provides a good 

description of how the body responses to the unexpected in The Expressions of the 

Emotions in Man and Animals when he writes that 

 

when we start at any sudden sound or sight, almost all the muscles of the body 

are involuntarily and momentarily thrown into strong action, for the sake of 

guarding ourselves against or jumping away from the danger, which we 

habitually associate with anything unexpected.32  

 

Emotions, however, do not appear in isolation and the emotion that more 

immediately appears connected with surprise is the emotion of fear (or related 

degrees of fear) for if something we did not predict or that we do not know 

surprises us, it means that there is the possibility of danger. Darwin also identifies 

admiration as connected to surprise writing that it “consists of surprise associated 

with pleasure and a sense of approval.”33 Therefore, in the case in which the 

unexpected thing gives pleasure (for example, when it makes us laugh) other 

emotions besides fear can occur such as admiration, love, enjoyment, etc. In a way 
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one could imagine many other emotions following surprise. For instance, you may 

become angry if you find your friend has lied to you about something you consider 

important, or feel grateful when you see a friend you thought might be dead, or feel 

jealous and angry if you find your lover has lied to you about an affair, or really 

happy if you find out you surprisingly pass an exam you assumed you had failed, 

or feel bored if you are reading a book with excessive surprising plot.34  

More importantly, surprise occurs differently when we are open to surprise (a 

type of existential feeling). When we are open to surprise we will be surprised more 

often. The claim may sound too obvious but it is especially relevant to show how 

cinema may have a transformative effect of existential feelings. Imagine two friends 

travelling alone to the same country separately. They are both good organizers of 

time thus managing to visit all the relevant places, and they both talk to people and 

provide a good summary of their trip upon their return. Yet, one of them lived it as 

“an experience” while the other carried a jaded attitude throughout the journey.35 

That is, the experience of watching a film will have a different experiential impact 

depending on the existing type of openness to surprise. If we are the kind of person 

who immediately feels fear in face of unexpected events and immediately creates 

control mechanisms of protection, you will be less open to be surprised, and 

consequently less open to be taken by the film as to promote the window of 

opportunity to focus on your existential feelings.   

A way to better understand the impact of surprise in cinema is to look at the 

genre of films which are deliberately made to cause suspense and mystery. Rebecca is 

a good example to further investigate surprise and cinema’s role in promoting 

insight of existential feelings because, just like in The Help, the character changes her 

sense of possibilities after the sequence of events of the film thus shifting her 

existential feelings. In addition, Hitchcock was a master of surprise and suspense 

and, as Lütticken explains, “it is the dialectic of suspense and surprise that is 
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fundamental to his filmmaking. Hitchcock’s status as ‘master of suspense’ derives 

largely from his expert manipulation of this dialectic.”36  

Rebecca is a romantic suspense movie in which a young woman marries a 

wealthy widower, Mr. Maxim de Winter (Laurence Olivier), who takes her back to 

his family mansion Manderley. The film begins with the narration of a woman (Joan 

Fontaine) saying that she dreamt she went back to Manderley though she knows she 

can never return.  This young woman is an orphan who works as a paid companion 

to a wealthy lady and who marries the widower who will take her to Manderley. 

The young woman’s happiness of love turns into a nightmare when she becomes 

haunted by the memory of the first husband’s wife, Rebecca, who died in a boat 

accident. Though Rebecca never appears in the film, she is a constant ghostly 

presence in Manderley. Meanwhile the young woman begins to doubt her 

husband’s feelings and tries hard to please him trying to act as the perfect wife thus 

suggesting that they host a costume party as it was done by Rebecca. The night of 

the party Rebecca’s ship is found on the coast with Rebecca’s body in it. The tone of 

the film turns when the discovery of Rebecca’s body makes Maxim confess his hate 

for his first wife and the accident that led to her death. At this moment the young 

woman loses her innocence and grows up thus changing her attitude and posture in 

the film helping her husband to deal with the police. At this point of the film it is 

clear that young woman’s existential feelings have shifted from fearful way of being 

in the world to a sense of feeling safe and belonging to the world. After the process 

of investigation and the verdict of suicide, Mr. de Winter returns home to find the 

mansion on fire and his wife safe.  

Just like the character Abeilleen in The Help, the character of the young woman 

in Rebecca changes such that it gives it a sense of time. The necessity of showing the 

passage of time is necessary to grasp the change in existential feelings for existential 

feelings have a temporal structure, which shape all dispositions and activities,37 and 
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are also “processes that unfold over time.”38 Cinema’s manipulation of time through 

editing is unique because, as di Franco writes, “the indefinable and elusive 

immediacy of film (which prevents all but the most disciplined viewers from 

leaving a bad movie) allows the film artist to go far beyond the boundaries of the 

written word.”39 

Existential feelings in cinema provide a novel and different explanation for the 

paradox of suspense because the opacity of existential feelings, and the ability of 

fictions to bring our emotional world to the surface, explains why seeing a film 

more than once may continue to be appealing and keep its suspense. We are in 

suspense because we do not know how the sequence of events is going to feel to us. 

It is not that we misidentify our suspense by our fears and anxieties or that we 

temporarily forget what was going to happen, or that we pretend to ourselves that 

we do not know what is going to happen. We are in suspense because we cannot be 

completely sure about our existential feelings since existential feelings only become 

visible in certain circumstances. Consequently, suspense is intimately tied to the 

way we are, or not, surprise by ourselves, and our feelings. If we are not surprised 

by our emotional reaction in face of the same sequence of shots, then we are 

predictable in a flat manner. If we find ourselves being surprised by our emotional 

reaction (even though we knew the outcome) we know that even when we have 

guessed life, events will continue to surprise us and no matter how well the nice 

surprise is predicted it will still feel good to have it.  

Thus making suspense, and cinema in general, a great tool to become aware of 

our own existential feelings. It is possible to explore existential feelings in the 

cinema because existential feelings are tied to the activities we undergo. As an 

emotional laboratory, cinema provides a space for   existential feelings in different 

because it presents existential feelings from the different perspectives of the several 

characters, and also because it presents existential feelings of the same character at 



Cinema 3  ARTICLES | ARTIGOS  Mendonça  225 

different moments of the story. Further, we are also part of the items of laboratory 

for the activity of experiencing a movie is capable of making us more aware of our 

own existential feelings. Radcliffe writes,  

  

existential feelings are similarly bound up with our activities. For example, it is 

often in walking around and interacting with the world that the strangeness of 

things is most pronounced, perhaps when they do not solicit bodily responses 

in the usual on going, structured fashion. It is the whole context of practical 

relatedness that has changed, rather than either bodily experience or experience 

of objects and events outside of the body. Central to this change is an altered 

sense of the possibilities that a situation offers.40 

 

And the activity of going to experience a movie works just like going for a walk 

because the movie does not solicit bodily responses in the usual daily way and 

provides a privileged place for altering our sense of possibilities, just like it 

happened to the characters of both The Help and Rebecca. Interestingly, both in The 

Help and Rebecca it is the shift in existential feelings, which enables the characters to 

tell their stories illustrating how “[e]xistential feelings constrain not just the content 

but the form of the narratives one is able to adopt.”41 

The reflective aspect of cinema in terms of existential feelings makes this change 

capable of more impact that the change provided by going for a walk. Radcliffe 

explains that existential feelings are hard to see for the reasons explained earlier in 

the paper, and also because “different interpretations have the potential to feed back 

into and reshape the relevant feelings.”42 Consequently, our way to reflect and 

interpret ourselves may disguise the nature of our existential feelings. However, 

cinema provides a special way to reflect upon existential feelings: an emotional 

reflection. While we experience a movie we are drawn to its images and its plot. The 
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surprise elements offered by a film capture our attention and provide an 

experimentation of the emotional world, which also works as an emotional 

reflection upon our existential feelings. As we go through the motions of the movie 

we have feelings but the action that follows such emotional motions is already 

determined for us: we just have to sit down and see, hear and feel. In this way, the 

cinema may be our way of reflecting on our existential feelings without interpreting, 

that is, by working through our own existential feelings through the experience of 

the film we may be able to examine our existential feelings without having gone 

through the pitfalls of our minds.    

How much we have experienced movies, and how much we have experienced 

life transforms our ability to be surprised and our ability to cultivate and evaluate 

our capacity to be surprised. A seven year old may be surprised and distracted by a 

leaf falling but it is hard to imagine that an adult be equally surprised by the 

movements of the falling leaf. Yet, part of what we aim to retain, despite the increase 

of age and experience, is the ability for surprise without the delusions of innocence. 

That is, we want to retain a sense of joy and surprise but we do not want to make 

mistakes or be fooled by events and circumstances, thus remaining able to be 

surprise in a never-ending challenge of life. If we are able to check and review how 

we experience surprise then we will be capable of checking if we remain open to 

surprise. In addition, the way we experience surprise reveals our existential feelings 

because it shows how we are connected to the world. This makes cinema a way to 

see what type of surprise we can still live and by doing that cinema also reveals 

what type of existential feelings underlie our connection to the world. 

In conclusion, cinema enables us to experience and explore existential feelings 

with strength and intensity, offerings a space of awareness and reflection about our 

own existential feelings. This makes movies a tool for freedom for it greatly 

contributes to overcome thinking of our emotions as inevitable and “we are also 
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more likely to view them as open to modification, and to enlist them as instruments 

of freedom rather than tools of self-oppression.”43 Cinema is capable of providing 

this privileged place for exploration because it shows how we feel surprise and in 

what way we are keeping ourselves open to surprise without succumbing to the 

claws of fear.44 
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