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Unlearning Through Film

Reflections on a Workshop
in Transdisciplinary Pedagogy

Blandine Joret

The guiding idea of a few hopeless defenders [of cinema] is this: ‘At least, with
documentaries you learn something.’ Learning... It’s an infamous word that al-
ready ruined the mentality of 90% of humanity.

—Painlevé, “How One Learns Through the Cinema,” 1936

The seahorse, while it looks exotic, is in fact a surprisingly common occu-
rance found in coastal waters around the world. It embodies a fascinating para-
dox—both familiar and strange at the same time. The biologist and surrealist film-
maker Jean Painlevé (1902-1989) called it ““a victim of contradictory forces” in his
sixteen-minute-long documentary film, The Seahorse (1934). It caused political
controversy in Parisian public discourses, manias among high school youth, and a
must-have jewelry line in the art deco fashion scene. It also jumpstarted the film-
maker’s pioneering views on the transformative power of film in education. Using
specific film aesthetics, his so-called “science films” turn scientific reality and
common knowledge wondrous, surreal, estranged. From the very first screening
of his films at the Académie des sciences in the late twenties, Painlevé’s work has
sparked intriguing debates within academic and educational circles: documentary
film can make us “unlearn”, he argued, which facilitates a kind of knowing that
is broken down, fragmentary: made “fragile”. While his legacy in film history is
undisputed, Painlevé’s film educational views are rarely addressed, despite their
apparent relevance for contemporary educational innovation projects. The pro-
cess of “unlearning” through film indeed enables several connections with current
practices and tendencies in critical theory and transformative pedagogy: from the
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perspective of deconstructionist pedagogy, Gayatri Spivak repeatedly emphasized
the necessity of “learning how to unlearn and what to unlearn” (1993, p. 24), and
Jack Mezirow linked unlearning to the so-called “disorienting dilemma” (1995,
p. 50) crucial to transformative pedagogy: “an experience of disorientation, of
fear maybe, or anxiety and of identifying one’s problem with broader social is-
sues” (Fleming 2022, p. 35). In each case, unlearning comes from a confrontation
between a previously formed belief and an element that unearths this belief. As
becomes clear with the seahorse, Painlevé believed that film affordances include
particular “contradictory forces” that are both surreal and scientific: the unique
contribution of film in education, then, is its ability to confront and transform
fixed patterns of thinking.

This article is a reflection on a teacher training workshop organized around
the use of film in the process of unlearning and its value in inclusive and trans-
disciplinary classrooms. The intention was to put film at work in soliciting vari-
ous personal/cultural/scholarly backgrounds as partial knowledges within a larger,
transcultural encounter. The workshop took place twice in the spring-summer pe-
riod of 2024, and each time the participants had an explicitly diverse disciplinary
background: the session organized at the University of Amsterdam was attended
by teachers from the faculties of Law, Medicine, Sciences, Humanities and Social
and Education Sciences as well as support staff in education and ICT; the session in
Nieuwegein addressed a nation-wide network of educational innovators, including
teachers in primary, secondary and higher education across all disciplines. Without
resorting to theory, a working definition of unlearning prior to the collective viewing
and after-talk emphasized the critical process to let go of conventional ways of see-
ing, thereby enabling new ways of knowing and seeing. To create a common ground
for discussion, furthermore, participants were given a few relevant biographical as
well as film historical and -theoretical key points that contextualize the film for a
non-specialist audience.' The exact format of the workshop takes inspiration from
my previous experiences in organizing inclusive film-discussions,” and builds on
the assumption that transcultural and transdisciplinary teaching share a common
interest in multivocality and complexity.

By bringing together these various perspectives on the notion of unlearning
in this reflection, I aim to offer a historical context and practice-based evalua-
tion for using film in transdisciplinary education. Film is often used in classroom
settings, but its function of “unlearning” in actual pedagogical settings remains
underexplored. What is the role of film in facilitating dialogues across cultures
and disciplines? How can film in education settings contribute to transformative
learning or facilitate various perspectives on complex subjects? In formulating a
tentative answer to these questions, my aim is to put existing theories on unlearn-
ing at work by restaging the transformative effect of screening The Seahorse. Do-
ing so, this emphasis on unlearning through film offers an alternative to common
teaching practices that use film as illustration or transmission of specific ideas,



] Unlearning Through Film

thereby bridging the gap between emancipatory film pedagogies and critical edu-
cation studies.

Unlearning in Transformative Education

In a traditional classroom, the notion of “unlearning” appears counter-intui-
tive: after all, the assumption is that in school, lessons are to be learned rather than
un-learned. In a gradual process often referred to as “learnification,” education
is put at the service of personal development as the accumulation of knowledge,
for example through life-long learning or in the form of curricula designed around
predetermined learning objectives. It implies that knowledge is something to gain
or to achieve, with an end-goal in sight and measurable outcome: “According to
this narrative learning is risk free, at once a process term and an individualistic
term, progressive and personal, unending, private. Since the 1990s the language
of learning has become ubiquitous in educational policy, research and practice.
We are now in the “age of learning” where learning is the key to success, fulfil-
ment and personal growth” (Dunne 2016, p. 15). Countering this trend of learni-
fication, several scholars have emphasized the necessity to “unlearn” in critical
education as a process in which risk, uncertainty and disorientation take place.

To teach for transformation, then, implies disruption in the standard curriculum:
any “change” which is already planned in the form of a clearly formulated learning
objective is simply not transformative. This way, Spivak stresses the importance of
Humanities teaching as “slow cook[ing] the soul for epistemological change at uni-
versities,” instead of delivering “the instant-soup of a one-size fits all toolkit” (Spivak,
2023). She then goes on to frame the practice of unlearning specifically in terms of
a confrontation: “Normally our desire is to do things ourselves or for ourselves. In
good literary teaching, the student is taught carefully to hang out in the space of the
other, understand what they confront in terms of the unknown person who wrote what
they confront” (Ibid.). Such a confrontation suggests that the narrative of learning is
interrupted, which Spivak has termed elsewhere a “surreptitious suspension of learn-
ing™: “the concrete terms would be to check out your theoretical presuppositions by
testing them in areas as unlike the institution of learning/certification/validation/infor-
mation retrieval as possible” (Danius, Johnsson, & Spivak, 1993, p. 25). Unlearning,
then, is not the opposite of learning but instead its indispensable critical component:
it confronts the limitations of one’s epistemological predisposition, and points to the
contingency of knowledge itself. Such “slow cooking” for epistemological change
involves including marginalized voices into the curriculum, fostering complexity, and
embracing trans-disciplinarity which confront fixed epistemologies. As the title of one
of Spivak’s books reads, this brings “the outside in the teaching machine” (1993); it
transforms the institution from within.

More recently, scholars have highlighted the importance of “pedagogical
unlearning” specifically in relation to gender and race, for which a more con-
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frontational pedagogy may indeed unveil bias and facilitate self-reflection. “Ped-
agogical unlearing is understood [in feminist and postcolonial theory] to facilitate
learning beyond the restricted scope of historical experiences and stereotypical
thinking” (Van Oers et al. 2023, p. 4). Environmental pedagogy, furthermore, is
linked to unlearning as it addresses sustainability transitions that require “critical
reflection and initial destabilization of existing practices” (Ibid., p. 5). Such topics
are often referred to as “complex problems” in transdisciplinary studies: ethical
and societal issues that solicit multiple perspectives and diverse ways of thinking,
and therefore challenge unilateral reasoning. Unlearning may therefore be partic-
ularly relevant in transdisciplinary teaching situations, where various disciplines
of knowledge are engaged in questions relating to social change.

Film in Education: Jean Painlevé

About a century ago in the mid-thirties, the artist-scientist filmmaker Jean
Painlevé raises similar questions, and points specifically to the potential of film
in this process of désapprendre, as he called it: unlearning. Growing up in a bour-
geois milieu with his father being a renowned mathematician and France’s prime
minister of Education and Science at the time, Painlevé is a classic enfant terrible:
raised without his mother, much of his personal and professional life articulates
as an oedipal revolt against his father, who can also be seen as a mascot of an ed-
ucational system he vehemently opposed. As cited by James Leo Cahill, Painlevé
wrote in an alumni-contribution to his former high school, the elite Lycée Louis-
le-Grande, that he had “the intention of contributing, with my modest means, to
the total abolition of secondary education, which has always profoundly disgusted
me” (Painlevé 1935, cited Cahill 2013, p. 259). Despite being a notoriously “bad”
student in his high school years, he eventually studied comparative anatomy at
the Sorbonne, where his interest in film and scientific documentary begins to take
shape. There, he worked in a laboratory led by Paul Wintrebert, who was known
for his expertise in epigenetics with a strong interest in new techniques of vi-
sion, as well as fieldwork: the camera and specific film techniques, such as slow-
and fast motion, microscopic close-ups, and editing techniques—which Painlevé
called “cinematic eroticism”—contribute to a decentered vision of reality. In a
bit of a prescriptive manner, he writes: “nothing should be put on film that can be
demonstrated either directly, on a blackboard, through a slide projector, with an
epidiascope, etc” (Painlevé 1955, p. 162). This way, the film educator was mak-
ing a particular argument for the unique contribution of science documentaries
in processes of unlearning, and thereby advocated the use of film in challenging
traditional teaching methods.

With their emphasis on discovery rather than verification, his scientific docu-
mentaries reveal the surreal estrangements of an eco-centric, rather than anthropo-
centric viewpoint: according to Painlevé, such documentaries are “films that result



10 Unlearning Through Film

in a discovery or present an already-known fact in a new way” (Painlevé 1955, p.
164). During this historical time period of the interbellum, the use of film in French
classrooms was in fact widespread: with national film distribution more or less on
hold, education films provided a relatively easy and lucrative outlet for film studios,
while the ministry of education from their side embraced the moving image as part
of ongoing educational reforms at the time.* It is clear that film was already present
in classrooms in his time, and as it is today. But the pedagogy underlying these
practices undermined the transformative potential of the medium:

Currently, most of the films used for educational purposes have been made by
teachers for teachers with the students forgotten along the way. At best, they are
a rehashing for an informed audience, a summing up of one’s studies. But such
is the current fashion—and a profitable one (many hope so, at least). Hence, a
profusion of perfectly useless films as far as teaching is concerned. (Ibid. p. 162)

In addition, the implied hierarchy of knowledge of a “transmissive” rather than
transformative teaching setting appears to irritate Painlevé in the available edu-
cational films:

We deliberately turn down films that are simply rehashings or collections of obvi-
ous facts, blatant advertisements or selfpromotions (which is frequently the case
with industrial or medico-surgical films), and we do not allow ourselves to be im-
pressed by “prizes” (which are often created by those who receive them!). Instead,
we leave to others the truly childish behavior of establishing awards. (Ibid. p. 164)°

Not only was his use of film in natural sciences pioneering, but also in education
Painlevé was a strong supporter in the critical importance of films in classrooms.
While films were commonly used to enhance student learning in the assumption
that moving images can make students remember their lessons better, he was con-
vinced that “cinema can save future brains from the stupidity of current education”
(Painlevé cited in Cahill 2013, p. 264) by facilitating a process of unlearning:

This way, everyone with a clear idea, created by talkative, untrained professors
or parents completely ignorant about the subject, all those [people, when they
find themselves in front of a screen, will have their notions turned upside down
and replaced by a baroque and unassimilable ensemble. (Painlevé 1936, p. 29)

In other words, films can destabilize common ways of knowing and seeing and
therefore he considered their impact on education to be revolutionary, but only if
used accordingly: “rather than adapting film to education,” Painlevé argues, “edu-
cation must adapt to film” (Painlevé cited in Cahill, 2012, p, 269).

As a biologist-filmmaker, Painlevé’s practice is grounded in transdisciplinar-
ity, as is his interest in the medium. His particular views on unlearning equally
stem from the mutual influence of arts and sciences. Such transdisciplinary un-
dertone of unlearning is shared by Spivak, whose experience in transdisciplinary
teaching, a joint Humanities-mathematics course, inspired her to articulate Hu-
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manities teaching as: “teaching the practice of learning — the practice, indeed, of
freedom — which is very different from the production of knowledge” (Spivak
2023). The Humanities, so she argues, enable one to step out of the “subject-po-
sition of the verifier” (Ibid.) which she clarifies elsewhere as a core element of
unlearning:

[ understand all my work as being a sort of stream of learning how to unlearn and
what to unlearn, because my positions are growing and changing so much, since
I don’t really work from within a discipline. (Spivak 1993, p. 25)

Painlevé, from his side, came to these views on unlearning during and after film
discussions in high schools and several film club screenings of his documentary
The Seahorse. The film is therefire emblematic in this discussion as it presents a
series of disorienting dilemmas in form and content that facilitate processes of
unlearning.

The Seahorse as Disorienting Dilemma

The workshop on using film in transdisciplinary settings was organized on
two occasions: first, at the teacher gathering on Fair Resilient and Inclusive So-
cieties at the University of Amsterdam, and secondly at the yearly Comenius fes-
tival that brings together educators across the Netherlands working on specif-
ic teaching innovations. The starting point for using film in the teacher training
workshop, was the idea that films in classroom settings can contribute to inclusive
and transformative discussions, and that dialoguing aids in bringing together var-
ious perspectives in after-film discussions. The filmmaker’s explicit engagement
with notions of anthropomorphism and his challenge of anthropocentric worl-
dviews were briefly highlighted from an educational point of view and applied
to some aesthetic concepts in documentary and science film. Along with a brief
introduction on the filmmaker and a few historical anecdotes, three guiding ques-
tions were given to the participants:

1. What or how can we “unlearn” from animals?
2. Does the film, in form or content, resonate with your scientific practice?
3. What is or could be the place of unlearning in your classroom?

While teachers joined from a wide variety of disciplines, they all shared either experi-
ence with or a strong desire to use film toward critical thinking in their own classrooms.

When it comes to challenging anthropocentrism, the seahorse is indeed an
enigmatic character. Its queering of the reproduction process speaks to public
imagination: videos of a female impregnating the male, who then goes through
the laborious process of giving birth to their offspring, still go viral on social
media platforms (fig. 1). Similarly, the release of The Seahorse in 1934 caused a
stir: conservatives saw the animal as the ideal patriarch of large families, while
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feminists praised the same phenomenon for exactly opposing reasons: the eman-
cipation of women from domestic stereotyping. Also, among the youth the impact
of the film was big: Painlevé received numerous letters written by schoolchildren,
“such as a note from a 9-year-old boy inquiring about keeping seahorses at home
after seeing Painlevé’s film at his school” (Cahill 2013, p. 275). Aesthetically
speaking, The Seahorse exemplifies this combination of opposites as a series
of dilemma’s that express complexity and contradiction audio-visually. Indeed,
Painlevé’s scientific background in comparative anatomy is tangible as he em-
pasized the film’s capacity to bring together two disparate organisms or realities
through various techniques: image and sound, but also movement and stillness,
human and non-human, science and fiction. At the same time, the voice-over us-
ing qualifiers like “bored” and “worried” stimulate a kind of anthropomorphism,
which is enforced by comparisons like “King Charles puppy”. The setting, fur-
thermore, suggests the film was shot in a studio aquarium, while it was in fact
recorded on location in the Arcachon Bay on the Atlantic French coast; and the
superimposition in the final scene signing off the film’s often intricate montage
patterns is suggestive of an experimental art film, rather than a documentary.
Surprisingly, discussions covered mostly questions of transdisciplinarity and
scientific ethics. For example, the practice of dissection was brought up in both
workshops as a questionable scientific practice: were animals harmed during the
production of the film, is animal harm preventable in scientific experiments? Of
course, the gender reversal came up; yet the discussion emphasized interpreta-
tions somehow relating to ethics and empathy: participants were “moved” by the

§ oo

1 Screenshot from Facebook 2 Still from The Seahorse (Jean Painlevé, 1934)
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seahorses and felt “pity” for the animal during the lengthy labor scene. These
experiences resonate with existing film criticism on the film arguing that “in Pain-
levé’s hands [anthropomorphism] is a tool that subverts the narcissistic self-por-
trait we so readily impose on our animal friends” (Rugoff 2000, p. 51).

From these discussions, it appears that The Seahorse presents the animal—
the seahorse in this case—as “subject of a life” and thereby deconstructs what has
been termed the “social construction of animals™ “Among the lessons society
teaches the child is which of these beings are fitting and, really, possible objects
of his or her emphatic understanding” (Shapiro 2021, p. 45). Applying this same
notion of empathy to a scientific context, Shapiro continues that scholars “have
shown that despite elaborate distancing devices to suppress empathy towards lab-
oratory animals, an underlife develops in the subculture of laboratory workers
which fosters relating to the animals as both individuals and as possible compan-
ions” (Ibid. p. 47). The discussions suggest that the film stimulates an empathic
gaze that reconsiders (indeed, unlearns) human-nonhuman relations, and at the
same time questions the ethics implied in scientific practices which involve test-
ing animals or, more generally, claims of objectivity (of the camera as well as the
scientific gaze). Larger questions included: to what extent is “anthropomorphism
without anthropocentrism” possible in science? But also, without concluding an-
swer, what would empathy look like in natural sciences?

Conclusion

When Painlevé claimed that “education must adapt to film”, what then does
that imply? After the workshop sessions, most participants were inspired to (con-
tinue to) use film as a tool for critical thinking in their own educational practice.
Several teachers noted the relevance of film discussions regardless of critical
reflection, reporting that “there is already value in shared experience. It can be
a great way for community building and personal insight.” A trained biologist,
furthermore, reported that they looked at the film entirely from their own disci-
plinary perspective, and only reconsidered such positionality in the discussion
afterwards: “I guess the unlearning really started for me in the discussion hearing
really different perspectives on the film.” This importance of the group discussion
after the film screening resonates with what participating teachers had answered
when asked to provide their own description of unlearning after the workshop:
“doubting what you see as true. Seeing things in a new light. In a process in which
reflection, also with others (in the form of a discussion), leads to new insights.”
Or: “Everybody looks at the film from their own frame of mind, whether as a
trained professional or individually, the discussion afterwards made me conscious
of attitudes, ways of thinking and seeing that I took for granted but (that) can be
really different from another perspective.” Starting from the experience of The
Seahorse screening and discussions, the use of film in critical pedagogy opens
various ways for introducing complexity and contradiction into the classroom. By
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countering a transmissive accumulation of knowledge, unlearning can be seen as
a transformative practice which follows from initial disorientation and contradic-
tion. As Spivak emphasized, this way unlearning undermines the production of
knowledge as a matter of progress: it stimulates transformative thinking by ques-
tioning common frames of knowledge. As indicated in this article, the discussions
with educators from various disciplines and levels suggest that unlearning is not
only an incidental aid in transformative pedagogy, but also a meaningful element
of scientific research across the disciplines.

Notes

! This workshop was realized with the support of a teaching grant from the Fair Resil-
ient and Inclusive Societies educational network at the University of Amsterdam, and fits
within a broader educational project that looks at the educational value of a “contact zone”
(Marie Louise Pratt), “fragile knowledge” (Eduard Glissant) and “unlearning” (Jean Pain-
levé). The assumptions underlying this project are that (1) culture is itself multifaceted and
therefore solicits transdisciplinarity; (2) debating works as democratic learning experience
centered around so-called “fragile knowledge™; (3) cultural debates can therefore contrib-
ute significantly to inclusive teaching practices.

2 See on this topic, “Follow-up on the Cinephiles: Episodes in the History of Post-War
Popular Film Education.” Discourse: Journal for Theoretical Studies in Media and Cul-
ture, Vol. 46.1.

* The term “learnification” is from Gert Biesta, who signals an increase of the term
“learning” in educational policies and practices, which dismantles what he has termed the
“beautiful risk” of education: “The very point of education is that it is a risky enterprise,
precisely because it works with human beings, with subjectivity, freedom, and individual-
ity. Education can never be reduced to a machine-like process of production and control”
(Biesta 2004).

4 Cahill relates the use of film in education at that time to “the ‘scientific’ positivist-in-
flected realism based upon the cinematograph’s status as a tool for precision observation
and inscription”. The educational reforms of the Third Republic “sought to create a ratio-
nalized curriculum founded upon tenets of a ‘realist” approach to education” (Cahill 2013,
pp. 260-261). This implies that films were primarily used to present facts and to transmit
knowledge, rather than facilitate critical thinking.

° In contrast with transformative pedagogy, transmissive education is related to what
Paolo Freire has termed “banking education” (see his foundational study Pedagogy of the
Oppressed (Penguin Classics 2017, p. 44) in that it follows a model in which knowledge
is passively received by the students: in other words, the film transmits an already existing
idea into the minds of the spectators.
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