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ABSTRACT

This article delves into the philosophical capacities of the series Black Mirror as a narrative
medium for engendering “film thought experiments”—experiments that engender ethical
experiences not merely through abstract argumentation but via multilayered narratives, visual
forms, and the audience's emotional engagement. The primary focus of the research is on
episodes that forge ethical borderline situations: moments of existential turmoil, the collapse
of meaning, and the imperative of ethical choice amid emergencies. Thus, drawing upon
concepts from existential philosophy (Jaspers, Heidegger), contemporary virtue ethics
(Nussbaum), and the phenomenology of the other (Levinas), the present essay endeavors to
demonstrate that episodes such as “White Bear” (2013), “Be Right Back” (2013), “White
Christmas” (2014), and “Nosedive” (2016) serve as exemplary instances of ethical encounters
that not only represent ethical crises but also create “ethical experiences”: they immerse the
viewer in the heart of ethical dilemmas, transforming them from a passive observer into an
ethical agent who internally assays the cognitive and emotional tensions of these
confrontations. Consequently, the viewer is provoked to contemplate the contours of ethical
experience in borderline situations while simultaneously nurturing their ethical imagination
and emotional sensitivity. Methodologically, this research advances through a philosophical-
narrative analysis, emphasizing the interplay between ethical imagination, visual narratives,
and affective-cognitive responses.
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INTRODUCTION

In the tradition of analytic philosophy, thought experiments serve as pivotal tools for
scrutinizing ethical intuitions and testing theories. Experiments such as the “trolley”
(Foot, 1967/2002) or the “veil of ignorance” (Rawls, 1971) can be regarded as scripts that
subject ethical theories—like utilitarianism, deontology, or virtue ethics—to conceptual
trials. Nevertheless, what has received less attention is the narrative and aesthetic potential
of visual media, particularly cinema and television, to construct and convey such
situations; positions that not only concretize theoretical concepts but also enable a unique
lived experience for the audience amid ethical suspensions. Can films and series be
conceived not merely as instruments for entertainment or theoretical illustration, but as
ethical laboratories that embroil the audience in complex borderline situations within the
ethical realm?

In recent years, philosophers of film such as Wartenberg (2008), Carroll (1400), and
Sinnerbrink (2016, 2022) have emphasized this possibility: that artistic works can not only
reflect ethical concepts but also shape ethical experiences—experiences of an encounter-
based knowledge, rather than mere propositional knowledge. On the other hand, the
existentialist and phenomenological traditions employ the concept of “borderline
situation” to describe circumstances in which an individual confronts the collapse of
familiar frameworks, the suspension of meaning, and the necessity of choice. This article,
at the intersection of these two domains, seeks to show that certain episodes of the series
Black Mirror, produced by Charlie Brooker and Annabel Jones, exemplify film thought
experiments that engage the audience in ethical borderline situations.

More precisely, the research aims to address the following questions: (1) How does
the series Black Mirror, through filmic narrative and visual form, create ethical thought
experiments in borderline situations and provide the audience with opportunities for lived
ethical experience? (2) What specific ethical experiences (such as the suspension of
identity, the crisis of responsibility, and the cultivation of ethical imagination) are
generated for the audience in the selected episodes? (3) What relation exists between
philosophical concepts like borderline situation, ethical choice crisis, and the
phenomenology of the other with the narrative mechanisms of this series?

PURPOSE

Focusing on four prominent episodes (“White Bear,” “Be Right Back,” “White
Christmas,” and “Nosedive”), the effort is to demonstrate how visual narratives,
leveraging form, suspense, and affective experience, can transform the audience into an
implicit actor in ethical crises, thereby eliciting a form of philosophical and inward
reflection. In this context, foundational ethical concepts are posited in a fresh milieu: one
where ethics is reconstructed not through theoretical discourse but as a lived experience
influenced by technology, loss, violence, or collapse. This study argues that the
aforementioned episodes can be understood as ethical thought experiments, and viewing



them affords a form of indirect ethical education whose principal tools are imagination,
narrative, and affect, rather than mere deductive analysis. In other words, the primary aim
of the present essay is to employ existential, virtue-ethical, and phenomenological
approaches to illustrate how narrative series like Black Mirror can transcend mere
entertainment and become instruments for cultivating ethical experiences in borderline
situations. Furthermore, it aims to clarify the link between traditional philosophical
thought experiments and the particular kind of lived encounter engendered through films,
thereby opening a new horizon for understanding the role of visual media in ethical
education.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Prior studies in philosophy of film, narratology, and media psychology have shown that
narratives, especially serial ones, can enhance the audience's cognitive and affective
empathy and prepare the ground for ethical responses such as ethical suspension or choice
crises (Sinnerbrink, 2021; Aksit, 2020; Di Summa, 2019; Karami & Alizadeh Lordeh,
2025). However, there is a dearth of coherent theoretical analysis regarding the
mechanisms of film thought experiments within a media context. On this basis, the present
article seeks to fill this gap and, through case studies of four prominent episodes,
endeavors to elucidate the connection between philosophical concepts and the distinctive
features of televisual narrative (Shaw et al., 2022).

The current inquiry is theoretically grounded in three central components: ethical choice
crisis, borderline situation, and the role of visual narrative. Ethical choice crisis is a
cognitive-affective response that arises in the face of value conflicts and opens the horizon
of ethical imagination (Kamm, 2001; Foot, 1967/2002). Deep knowledge of virtues is often
attained through living in ethical situations—real or virtual—rather than through mere
propositional definitions. Borderline situation manifests the process of opening to authentic
choice in practice; a situation that, through repetition, exercise, and reflection, leads to a
transformation of ethical subjectivity (Jaspers, 1969; Heidegger, 1962). When these
components are integrated into the narrative structures of a series, they can provide the
necessary cognitive and motivational architecture for ethical thought experiments.

METHODOLOGY

The research method is integrative: a conceptual re-reading of key philosophers' works
and related theories in moral philosophy and narratology, alongside narratological
readings of the texts from four selected episodes of Black Mirror. The analysis proceeds
according to indicators such as character arc, the complexity of ethical situations, modes
of representing virtue and vice, the role of identification and ethical imagination, and the
degree of technology in generating suspense. The goal is to explicate the mechanisms by
which televisual narrative exposes the audience to encounter-based ethical experiences.
The criteria for selecting episodes are based on their focus on borderline ethical crises and
thematic diversity (justice, grief, artificial consciousness, social surveillance).
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FINDINGS

The case analyses indicate that long-form, character-driven episodes possess greater
capacity for producing ethical choice crises and evoking borderline situations. In “White
Bear,” Victoria's transformational arc exemplifies becoming an exemplar amid social
pressures and punishment; through gradual engagement with her struggles, the audience
experiences ethical crisis, which activates the impulse for reflection. “Be Right Back”
depicts Ash's transformation from grief to acceptance of a digital image, showing that
profound ethical changes often occur through technological relations and existential
bonds. “White Christmas,” with its episodic structure—although offering less opportunity
for an extended transformational arc—plays a significant role by focusing on everyday
cthical situations, thereby displaying the small virtues of daily life and activating inner
feelings of reproach and ethical reflection. “Nosedive,” as a biographical-social narrative,
offers an example of ethical modeling in a digital space where difficult decisions and
conscientious doubts draw the audience into the complex understanding of virtue.

A comparative analysis of these four cases reveals that narrative genre and the
intensity of technology in creating borderline situations significantly shape the capacity
for thought experiments. Technological and existential narratives, especially within a
digital cultural context, deepen the grounds for ethical crisis both symbolically and
materially; whereas episodic narratives keep instances of everyday virtue proximate and
accessible.

This research further shows that the internalization of ethical crisis in the audience is
multi-staged and contingent on interacting factors: (a) the emergence of value conflict
toward a specific act or situation that moves the audience beyond mere spectatorship; (b)
the activation of ethical imagination that enables the audience to envision themselves in
similar situations and reconstruct ethical 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 encounter realized via repeated
observation of borderline 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 ethical judgments. Narratives that avoid simplistic moralizing and
instead introduce psychological, technological, and structural complexities exhibit the
greatest educative potential.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this research align with the presuppositions of film thought experiments:
ethical choice crisis and borderline situation are preconditions for knowledge of virtue,
and television series provide suitable contexts for this process. Examination of the cases
shows that effective experimentation requires depicting characters as imperfect and in
process; such portrayals both increase the motivation for reflection and mitigate the



audience's moral discouragement. The role of technological-social contexts in facilitating
acceptance and internalization of crises is salient, and narrative style and visual language
are as determinative as narrative content in strengthening ethical experience.

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 ethical attitudes and behaviors.
Moreover, cross-cultural comparative studies could reveal how differing technological
elements in diverse societies alter the capacity for thought experiments.

Ultimately, this article shows that the internalization of ethical crisis requires the
reproduction of borderline situations across time. Therefore, television—with its capacity
to present long-form narratives—can provide an excellent venue for the formation and
continuity of ethical 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 the concept of film thought experiments
with the analysis of borderline situations in Black Mirror; an approach that transcends
explicit ethical messaging and focuses on encounter-driven and narrative mechanisms. By
foregrounding the role of technological and cultural factors in the process of ethical crisis,
it opens a new horizon for understanding the ethical function of media. This blending of
moral philosophy and narrative studies within a technological context constitutes the
distinctive and innovative aspect of the present study.
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