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ABSTRACTS 
 

STAY BROKEN: NIETZSCHE, BADIOU, AND THE LEFTOVERS’ NIHILISM 

Patrick O’Connor (Staffordshire University) 

 

ABSTRACT This article examines The Leftovers as a response to variations of nihilism: 

theological, existential and scientific. Situating The Leftovers within existential responses to 

nihilism—particularly Friedrich Nietzsche—will be addressed. However, to fully come to terms 

with The Leftovers’ contribution to philosophy and popular culture it will be essential to examine 

the extent the series offers alternatives to nihilism. My argument will be that The Leftovers, as a 

form of film-philosophy offers a unique metaphysical art. The Leftovers, I argue, provides a type 

of “spiritual realism,” blending both materialist and metaphysical themes charting a ‘middle way’ 

between materialism and supernaturalism. Firstly, I aim to examine how far The Leftovers can be 

classified as a form of film-philosophy. I argue that The Leftovers can be considered a form of 

ethical film-philosophy, one which thinks a specific confrontation with nihilism. Secondly, I will 

assess how The Leftovers’ confrontation with nihilism specifically responds to affective disorders, 

or what Nietzsche called in The Will to Power the ways of ‘self-narcotization.’ The Leftovers, I 

argue, diagnoses the effects of nihilistic ‘deadening,’ most concretely through its illumination of 

affective disorder in the forms of anxiety, self-harm, violence, simmering aggression, social and 

political helplessness and fear for future generations. The Leftovers’ aesthetic and atmospheric 

force stages humanity’s vital response to a mélange of ongoing, looming and unfixed 

catastrophes, as posited in the series via psychological fragmentation, social collapse, familial 

breakdown, the apocalypticism of the Guilty Remnant. Finally, I will turn to Alain Badiou’s 

philosophy of cinema to assess the extent The Leftovers offers a cogent response to political 

questions. The Leftovers does, I argue, offer a form of temporal response to the perplexities of 

absurdity and mortality. We see alternative values emerge in form of tenacious survival, human 

resilience, and the indefatigable desire to transmit the conditions of existence towards a future 

despite the apocalyptic challenges faced. In the last analysis, I will assess whether to ‘let the 

mystery be’ is a sufficient response to nihilistic collapse. 
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WE WILL NOT RECOVER FROM SCEPTICISM UNLESS WE AIM TO THE 

EXISTENTIAL: EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENT AND POPULAR MUSIC IN THE 

LEFTOVERS 

Enric Burgos (University of Valencia and Jaume I University) 

 

ABSTRACT Our article is aimed at achieving two primary goals: on the one hand, detailing the 

main links that can be found between The Leftovers and Cavell’s insights into scepticism and the 

moving image and, on the other, explaining different ways in which the use of pop songs in the 

show contributes to that reading in Cavellian fashion. We start by offering a general overview of 

Cavell’s considerations on scepticism, including some remarks on the ontology of the moving 

image and the two movie genres—the remarriage comedies and the melodramas of the unknown 

woman—the philosopher focused his readings on. From that starting point, we go on to analyse 

the show’s passages that are most relevant for our purposes, paying special attention to those in 

which popular songs best show their expressive potential in relation to the images they 

accompany. By following the evolution of the main character and focusing mostly on Season 

Two, the first part of the analysis highlights how the inclusion of popular music helps to outline 

crucial aspects that are related to the task of self-knowledge and self-transformation such as the 

fact of taking oneself as other, the conception of scepticism both as a threat and as an impulse to 

recovery and the cyclic condition of the sceptical menace. The second section deals with the 

notions of avoidance and acknowledgement through the examination of Nora and Kevin’s 

relationship. We comment then as to the extent to which a song and its variations play a part in 

associating their attitude of remaining unknown to the other with their separation. Besides, we 

explain how the music outlines the couple’s longing for re-establishing the relationship in the 

series finale. The last section of the analysis reveals that the possibilities of recovery The 

Leftovers offers to its spectator transcend the mere passive tracking of the main characters’ path. 

Due to the attention paid to questions as identification, the intertwining of diegetic and non-

diegetic songs and the use of anempathetic music or intertextual games we show the way the 

series displays a tense estrangement/closeness dynamics to the viewer, who is then forced into a 

hermeneutic exercise that cannot be reduced to logical operations. 
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WHEN THE CEMENT OF THE UNIVERSE BREAKS APART. HUME, CAUSALITY, AND 

THE LEFTOVERS 

Enrico Terrone (University of Genoa) 

 

ABSTRACT According to David Hume, causation is the strongest of the basic associative 

principles which “are really to us the cement of the universe”. Yet, Hume also argues that causal 

relations are nothing but regular connections which have been confirmed so far by our experience 

but, in principle, might be disproved by further experiences. The cement of the universe might 

break apart. I will argue that this is precisely what happens in The Leftovers. I will do so by 

analyzing some exemplary causal links and lacunas that the series represents. Specifically, I will 

track a minor character, Sam’s mother, through the handful of her appearances along the series, 

arguing that this character is crucial to understanding the philosophical discourse that The 

Leftovers develops about causality.  

 

KEYWORDS Causality; Hume; Science; Religion; Causal Explanation. 

 

 

“WE’RE ALL GONE”: A POSTSECULAR ACCOUNT OF THE LEFTOVERS’ TRAUMATIC 

EXISTENTIALISM AS ‘RELIGIOUS GROUND ZERO’ 

Ilaria Biano (Italian Institute for Historical Studies) 

 

ABSTRACT With his adaptation of Tom Perrotta’s novel, Lindelof made another step in a 

journey in which philosophical and specifically existentialist interrogations play a crucial role: 

questions about life, human existence, meaning and purpose, the role of the human being in the 

society, and at a cosmic, universal level. This article considers and explores The Leftovers’ 

widely recognized existentialist dimension by, on the one hand, framing it within the overall 

postsecular narrative of the show and, on the other, suggesting both a literal and metaphorical 

reading of the Departure through the categories of structural and historical trauma. 

The Leftovers manages to pose profound and far-reaching questions to its audience, about the 

meaning of human life in the universal scheme but also in other people’s everyday lives, while at 

the same time using the Departure as a metaphor for the human condition in the contemporary 

traumatic age. In the words of Perrotta and Lindelof, the Departure is “a foundational event,” in 

consequence of which characters live “in a religious ground zero.” Different kinds of attitude, 

explanation, interpretation—ranging from the scientific to the religious, spiritual, and nihilistic—
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all cohabit and complement each other within the narrative, embodying both a general demand 

for spirituality, various nonreligious choices, and different paths toward meaning. In this sense, it 

is possible to read the Departure, following Charles Taylor, as having a sort of Nova Effect that 

explodes and rearranges all previous beliefs. But the Departure also contains in itself different 

kinds of trauma: individual, historical, and also structural. It is thus possible to define The 

Leftovers as an expression of traumatic existentialism. All the different characters or groups of 

them represent different ways of coping with trauma and with different kinds of trauma; at the 

same time, different forms and different roles of memory are also embodied by different 

characters. 

The aim of the present study is thus to show how, by bringing together reflections on the 

individual and cultural consequences of a collective trauma and existentialist meditations, the 

series realizes a journey from an aesthetic of disorientation to an affirmative ethic of relativity. 

 

KEYWORDS Postsecularism; Postsecular Narratives; Structural Trauma; Existentialism; 

Memory. 

 

 

TIME, GRIEF, AND GRACE: A BACHELARDIAN INTERPRETATION OF NORA’S 

JOURNEY 

Michael Granado (Staffordshire University and Sora Schools) 

 

ABSTRACT According to Edward Casey, philosophers have been preoccupied with a central 

question concerning time; namely, “is time continuous, or is it disruptive?”1 The answer to this 

question also determines one’s attitude toward a host of related topics, including grief. The 

French philosopher Gaston Bachelard argued for the latter, claiming that “time is a reality 

confined to the instant and suspended between two voids.” 2  Bachelard utilizes dialectical 

language to juxtapose the existence of the present instant and the nonexistence of the past and 

future. The benefit of such an approach, with respect to grief, is that it brings to the forefront the 

reality and persistence of bereavement throughout the individual’s life. As Line Ryberg Ingerslev 

explains, there has been a tendency to view grief as “a process with the specific aim” rather than 

“an ongoing activity.”3 The deficiency of such an approach is that it fails to account for the fact 

                                                        
1 Edward Casey, “The Difference an Instant Makes: Bachelard’s Brilliant Breakthrough,” in Adventures in Phenomenology: 

Gaston Bachelard (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2017), 19. 
2 Gaston Bachelard, Intuition of the Instant, trans. Eileen Rizo-Patron (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2013), 6.  
3 Line Ryberg Ingerslev, “Ongoing: On grief’s Open-Ended Rehearsal,” Continental Philosophy Review 51, no. 3 (2018): 344. 
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that grief is often a non-linear activity for the individual. Nevertheless, in this grief, Bachelard 

sees an opportunity for grace. This paper will explore the relationship between time, grief, and 

grace through the lens of the character of Nora. The character of Nora stands out because of her 

loss, and the depiction of her grief, but also because she seems to attain some sort of redemption 

in the end. Although the method by which she obtained such redemption is left vague, as it often 

is in life, Bachelard’s concept of grace will shed some light on this development. Of special 

importance here are the ways in which Nora’s character is depicted dealing with her grief and 

how this representation corresponds to discontinuous metaphysics of time.  

 

KEYWORDS Gaston Bachelard; The Leftovers; Philosophy of Time; Portrayals of Grief on 

Screen; Grief Cycle. 

 

 

THE END OF THE WORLD: CONFUSION IN THE LEFTOVERS 

Keith Dromm (Louisiana Scholars’ College at Northwestern State University) 

 

ABSTRACT The Leftovers begins nearly three years after 2% of the world’s population 

disappears, around 140 million people, in an event now commonly known as the Sudden 

Departure. The characters are still suffering from the emotional trauma caused by that event. The 

severity of that trauma decreases the further a person is emotionally from one of the Departed. It 

may be absent in some, for example, some residents of Jarden, Texas, the only city that did not 

lose anyone in the Sudden Departure, though sympathy or compassion have likely caused some 

degree of trauma in most people. The Sudden Departure has also caused epistemic injuries and 

these have afflicted everyone; these are injuries that harm to ability to know and understand. 

There is first of all the ignorance about the Sudden Departure. No one knows what caused the 

Sudden Departure. Some may think they know by believing any of various competing theories. It 

seems most others accept their ignorance, although they are not all necessarily content with it. 

The show’s narrative favors no explanation; in fact, the show is more an examination of the 

effects of this mysterious event on its characters than an investigation of the mystery itself. But 

the effects of the mystery surrounding the Sudden Departure have caused more than ignorance in 

the characters. It is not consistent with many things they (and we) believe. People are not 

supposed to disappear like that. That is something that has never happened, and it does not fit 

with what we know about the world. This has left the characters confused. Confusion is the 

cognitive condition of holding disorganized, including incompatible, beliefs. The effects of it are 
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more severe than ignorance. To cure ignorance requires only being taught or learning something 

new. To remedy confusion, we must reorganize our beliefs or, if that fails, change what we 

believe and maybe even the way we believe. 

In this article, I explore the effects of confusion on the characters of The Leftovers, including 

their different strategies for remedying it. I draw on Thomas Kuhn’s examination of anomalies in 

science to explain some of these effects. Not much else has been written by philosophers on 

confusion, but there has been a lot written recently on what I identify as its cure, understanding. I 

draw on recent research on understanding by philosophers such as Linda Zagzebski, Catherine 

Elgin, Jonathan Kvanvig, and Duncan Pritchard to explain how we can cure our confusions. If we 

fail in that endeavor, as many of the characters do, we may despair of ever understanding and turn 

into skeptics, even nihilists. The Guilty Remnant are an example of this reaction to confusion. 

Confusion can also lead one to become overly credulous, as depicted by many characters 

throughout the series. It may even prompt one to adopt entirely new ways of believing. I elaborate 

on this last strategy by drawing on the writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein. It is powerfully 

portrayed in the final season.  

I endeavor to show how these reactions to confusion, along with attempted remedies, occur 

for the confusions we face in our world. While none perhaps reach the magnitude of the 

confusion caused by the Sudden Departure, our confusions can range over facts that are of great 

importance to our lives, such as political or scientific facts. They can also be about small events, 

such as a missing phone or set of keys and the other small incongruities we often experience. All 

these confusions can cause anxiety, even despair, and they can have deleterious cognitive and/or 

epistemic effects. A study of the The Leftovers may improve our understanding of confusions, 

including strategies for dealing with these effects.  

 

KEYWORDS Confusion; Understanding; Knowledge; Ignorance; Wittgenstein; Kuhn. 

 
 


