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ABSTRACT

This article, grounded in Linda Zagzebski’s Exemplarist Moral Theory, explores the moral
capacities of television narratives—particularly Iranian drama series—for fostering moral
understanding and the cultivation of character. In contrast to rule-based ethical theories,
Zagzebski locates the source of moral knowledge in lived encounters with virtuous
individuals—encounters that begin with moral admiration, unfold through moral
imagination, and culminate in emulative identification. On this account, narrative fiction—
including serialized television—can serve as a potent medium for such formative moral
encounters. Methodologically, the study employs a combination of conceptual analysis in
moral philosophy and narrative analysis in media studies. It first explicates core notions
from Zagzebski’s framework—such as moral admiration, knowledge by acquaintance, and
moral emulation—as analytical tools. It then examines five influential Iranian television
series (Hezar Dastan, Once Upon a Time, The Tales of Majid, Imam Ali, and The Times of
Gharib) through the lenses of gradual narrative development, character-centered
storytelling, and ethical complexity. The findings indicate that these series—through
layered character arcs, dramatization of moral conflict, and evocation of responses such as
admiration or revulsion—create conditions in which viewers engage with figures like
Morad Beyg, Reza Tofangchi, Dr. Gharib, and the grandmother in Majid not merely as
spectators but as affective and imaginative participants. Such engagement enables a non-
propositional moral grasp and the internalization of virtue. Finally, the article argues that
the cultural embeddedness of these series—through vernacular language, historical context,
and collective memory—plays a vital role in reinforcing the moral accessibility and
exemplariness of their characters.
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INTRODUCTION

Previous studies in philosophy of art, narratology, and media psychology have shown
that narratives—especially long-form serial narratives—can enhance the audience’s
cognitive and affective empathy and create conditions for moral responses such as
admiration or revulsion (Carroll, 1998; Connolly & Haydar, 2001; Gaut, 2007).
However, there is a lack of a coherent theoretical analysis of Zagzebski’s mechanisms
within the Iran-specific media context. On this basis, the present paper secks to fill
that lacuna and, through case studies of five prominent series, attempts to clarify the
link between exemplarist moral theory and the distinctive features of Iranian
television narrative (Eden & Grizzard, 2023).

The current inquiry is theoretically grounded in Zagzebski’s three central
components: moral admiration, knowledge through encounter, and the process of
emulation. Moral admiration is a cognitive-affective response that arises when one
confronts actions or dispositions that embody virtue and that opens the horizon of
moral imagination (Zagzebski, 2017: 51-55). Deep knowledge of virtues is often
obtained through living in moral situations—real or fictional—rather than by mere
propositional definitions. The process of emulation manifests in practice: an
emulation that, through repetition, exercise, and reflection, leads to a change of
character and the formation of virtuous habits (Zagzebski, 2017: 55-58). When these
three components are integrated into the narrative structures of a serial, they can
provide the cognitive and motivational architecture required for moral modeling,

In the other words, this article, relying on Linda Zagzebski’s exemplarist ethics
and focusing on the moral capacities of Iranian television narratives, inquires into
how serial dramas can function as arenas for the generation of “knowledge through
encounter” and the cultivation of moral character. Contrary to rule-based
approaches, this study grounds itself in the claim that lived and imaginative
encounters with virtuous characters—by evoking moral admiration and activating
moral imagination—guide the audience toward emulation and the internalization of
virtue. The principal question of the paper is how narrative mechanisms contribute
to preparing such encounters and how the socio-cultural (local) features of a
narrative strengthen or weaken the capacity for moral emulation.

METHODOLOGY

The research method is integrative: conceptual re-reading of Zagzebski’s works and
related theories in moral philosophy and narratology, together with narratological
readings of five selected Iranian series (Hezardastan, Roozi Roozgari, Gheseh-ha-ye
Majid, Imam Ali, Roozegaar-e Gharib). The analysis proceeds according to indicators
such as character arc, the complexity of moral situations, modes of representing
virtue and vice, the role of identification and moral imagination, and the degree of
cultural localization. The goal is to explicate the mechanisms by which television
narrative exposes the audience to encounter-based moral experiences.



FINDINGS

Case analyses indicate that long-form, character-driven series have a greater capacity
to produce moral admiration and to stimulate moral imagination. In Hezardastan,
the developmental trajectory of Reza Tofangchi constitutes an instance of becoming
an exemplar amid political pressure and corruption; through gradual engagement
with his struggles the audience experiences moral admiration, which activates the
impulse to emulate (Krijnen, 2011; Zagzebski, 2017). Roozi Roozgari depicts Murad-
beg’s transformation from violence and pride to humility and self-sacrifice, showing
that deep moral change often occurs through quotidian relations and local bonds.
Gheseh-ha-ye Majid, with its episodic structure—although offering less opportunity
for an extended transformational arc—plays an important role by focusing on
everyday moral situations and thereby displaying the small virtues of daily life and
activating inner feelings of reproach and moral reflection. Imam Ali, as a
biographical-historical narrative, offers an example of moral modeling in a politico-
social sphere where difficult decisions and conscientious doubts draw the audience
into the complex understanding of virtue. Roozegaar-e Gharib, the life story of a
virtuous physician, shows that the persistence of quotidian professional and humane
behaviors can gradually yield a kind of inward, practical knowledge regarding
honesty and responsibility (Zagzebski, 2015; Carroll, 1998).

A comparative analysis of these five cases reveals that narrative genre and the
degree of cultural localization (narrative language, appeals to collective memory,
historical symbols, and local traditions) significantly shape or reinforce the capacity
for moral modeling. Historical and biographical narratives, especially within Iran’s
cultural-religious context, deepen the grounds for moral admiration both
symbolically and materially; whereas episodic narratives keep instances of everyday
virtue proximate and accessible.

The study further shows that the internalization of virtue in the audience is multi-
staged and contingent on interacting factors: (a) the emergence of admiration toward
a specific act or disposition that moves the audience beyond mere spectatorship; (b)
the activation of moral imagination that enables the audience to envision themselves
in similar situations and to reconstruct moral choices; (c) the provision of repeated
contexts for mental and emotional practice through narrative repetition and
observation of character change; and (d) the possibility of practical emulation
realized via repeated observation of virtuous acts and the clarification of their
consequences in social life.

From another perspective, the findings indicate that representing the conflict
between virtue and vice, coupled with presenting morally ambiguous situations,
prompts the audience toward active moral judgments. Narratives that avoid
simplistic moralizing and instead introduce psychological, historical, and structural
complexity exhibit the greatest educative potential.
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CONCLUSION

The findings of this research align with Zagzebski’s exemplarist assumptions: moral
admiration and moral imagination are preconditions for knowledge of virtue, and
television serials provide suitable contexts for this process. Examination of the cases
shows that effective modeling requires depicting characters as imperfect and in
process; such portrayals both increase the motivation for emulation and mitigate the
audience’s moral discouragement. The role of cultural-local contexts in facilitating
acceptance and internalization of exemplars is salient, and narrative style and visual
language are as determinative as narrative content in strengthening moral experience.

The study also suggests that moral modeling in media requires a combination of
narrative art, performative authenticity, and attention to local cultural contexts.
Consequently, content creators and cultural policymakers, informed by these
mechanisms, can produce works that possess both literary and artistic value and
meaningful moral educative function.

A major limitation of the present research is the absence of empirical testing of
audience effects and its heavy reliance on textual reading. Therefore, future studies
are recommended to employ experimental methods and interdisciplinary designs to
test the link between narrative structure and transformations in moral attitudes and
behaviors. Moreover, cross-cultural comparative studies could reveal how differing
local elements in diverse societies alter the capacity for moral emulation.

This study argues that television narratives possessing transformational arcs,
moral complexity, and local markers can function as “implicit moral teachers” and
offer pathways for cultivating moral character in contemporary society—pathways
grounded in encounter, admiration, imagination, and emulation rather than in mere
propositional instruction. It also offers a theoretical-interpretive framework that can
serve as the basis for future empirical and applied research.

Ultimately, the article shows that the internalization of virtue requires the
reproduction of moral situations across time. Therefore, television—with its capacity
to present long-form narratives—can provide an excellent venue for the formation
and continuity of moral experiences. Thus, the combination of philosophical analysis
and narratological reading can guide the production and assessment of responsible
media content across cultures.

NOVELTY

The innovation of this research lies in linking Zagzebski’s exemplarist theory with the
analysis of Iranian television narratives; an approach that goes beyond explicit moral
messaging and focuses on encounter-driven and narrative mechanisms. By
foregrounding the role of local and cultural factors in the process of emulation, it
opens a new horizon for understanding the moral function of media. This blending
of moral philosophy and narrative studies within a localized context constitutes the
distinctive and innovative aspect of the present study.
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