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Movie Essay: Cast Away
On the Possibility of Art in a State of Nature

What makes Cast Away so poignant?  We see in Tom Hanks a mendacious survivor character.  He has obstacles to surmount.  But the real poignancy of the character is in the contrast he has with the fattened pigs at the trough in society who have to face none of the survival challenges of the island.  Hank’s character is obviously a man apart.


But what if all of us were like Tom Hanks’s character?  What if we lived in a world where survival was always threatened and there was a paucity of resources?  Is art like the film Cast Away possible in such a scenario?


Of course not.  In turning our interests to survival and living well in nature, we gain serenity and unbelievable fortitude (we see these attributes in post-ordeal Hanks).  But devotion of resources to survival means that we cannot spare time for art.

A careful watcher of Cast Away will note that art does persist in the film.  Hanks’ character decorates his ark with the wings found on the FedEx package.  (Language also persists in the conversations with Wilson, but that is a separate essay – see Steven Pinker’s The Language Instinct for interesting reading on this topic).


I would argue that art does not have much of a place in survival living, despite the movie’s inclusion of it in the life of the character.  What enables us to produce art and music and “culture” is our cushiness in society.  As Hanks’ character sees, we are blessed with bountiful heaps of food, ice, clothing, and shelter, all due to societal stability and technological advances.  Society, of course, is the primary prerequisite, because even science and technological advancement could not exist without it.


A glance at the modern day Third World will bear out some of my assumptions.  There is art in the Third World, but there is also society.  Where there is no society, there is no art.  Where food is scarce, violence is rife, and disease is rampant, those who would have the mabition and stability to create art or science are hewn by hunger, war, or sickness.  Where there is no stability, there is no opportunity to amass knowledge and embark on projects lasting longer than a short lifetime.  Let’s just say that man’s primary concern in such a situation is not art or science, but survival.  Art comes later.


Ironically, it is a cush society which enables us to produce a movie like Cast Away, about re-entering a harsh, survivalistic world.  It is cush society that refines our palates to appreciate such art, but which cannot dull our instincts enough to have us not admire Harks’ character for being fit; for doing that which we hope we could do in our current states.  If we were all to enter Hanks’ world, we could not make such a movie.  But would we need to?


Although we could all experience a survivalistic world under a non-cushy scenario like that posited above, the movie still adds benefit because it breaks through the solipsistic barriers that might exist in a survivalistic world.  Here, I am imagining a world without society, and also prior to language.  In this hypothetical, man has capacity for language but has not yet developed it.  

Movies sometimes communicate better than language, because the look in the eyes of an excellent actor like Tom Hanks is instantly recognizable.  A human face is more universal than language, which has its own advantage of being more detailed and precise than the look or of stoicism that Hanks gives us.  The movie provides more than a view of the survivalistic life (this we would accomplish by being survivalistic).  It also breaks through solipsism by showing others not in geographical proximity what human emotions are common to those who go through the experience.  

