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Unlike their action-driven film counterparts, recent SF television series (SFTV)
patiently explore the complicated arcs of both “goodies” and “baddies,” creating
cognitive dissonances instigated by the viewer’s attempt to make sense of the
contradictions inherent in human beings. Notable works include Westworld (2016-2022),
Devs (2020), Severance (2022-), Silo (2023-), Dark Matter (2024-), Fallout (2024-
), Alien: Earth (2025-), and Pluribus (2025-). They parse the psychological processes
implicated in the tensions brought by technological advances with different characters,
all of whom amount to the viewer’s conflicted identificatory and moral experiences. With
the surge of these character-driven SFTV, two questions arise: (1) how does character
identification comprise and function as the principal plot(s), and (2) what are the socio-
cultural implications of facilitating affective and moral engagement in fluctuating viewer
identification with the ensemble casts/protagonists of these series?

The strong sense of conflicting morality emerging from complex character
identification with ensemble casts is further enhanced by the teleserial form and its
tendency for character elaboration or accumulation across four patterns of identification.
One of the patterns, fragmented selves, perhaps most explicitly explores the clash
between technological advances and human survival in both physical and mental senses.
Severance places the spectator in a judging position and structurally manipulates her/
him to root for the innies (secondary selves), who are psychically severed from their
outies (primary selves) and work 9 to 5 — or rather, are trapped — at Lumon Industries.
Similarly, Dark Matter’s protagonist Jason finds other versions of himself from parallel
worlds, who have made different major life decisions, reflecting multiple possibilities
of the self and allowing audiences to appreciate the expansion of self-understanding.
Driven by betrayals as well as a pursuit of truth, both protagonists in the dystopian
series Silo and Fallout find themselves almost reluctantly destabilizing the status quo
and acting on curiosity, the second pattern of identification. Curiosity is displayed
as a distinctive virtue which expresses human autonomy, playing a distinctive role in
caring relationships and enabling the protagonists to learn about things they would not
otherwise know. The third pattern rooted in machine ethics can be found in Westworld
and Alien: Earth. Because we know the (female) androids in the former and synthetic
hybrids in the latter have been exploited or used as experiments, viewers develop global
sympathetic allegiance to them, but at the same time, their existence as man-made robots
also makes viewers turn to potential justifications for their lethal behaviors — which is
where relative morality comes into play. Devs and Pluribus are broader commentaries
on free will in humanity (the fourth identificatory pattern), with the former focusing on
human greed in becoming an all-powerful species in developing prescient technologies
while the latter allegorically tackling worries over an Al apocalypse. Viewers anticipate
not necessarily the resolution to the shows, but how the characters emotionally and
morally deal with allegedly predetermined events or the individual-collective dichotomy.

Many recent SFTV foreground ever-shifting patterns of character identification as
the primary mode of narrative engagement that comprises the main attraction of their
seriality. The shift in narrative focus from plot-heavy drama to an intensified mode of
character identification within and/or across characters thus can be seen as a measure of
moral evolution or even moral progress. I argue that it is a cultural response to both the
saturation of plot-driven SF and the currently most debated technology-prompted issue
— will humans be replaced or erased by artificial intelligence and/or other human-made
technologies? Each show offers a unique framework in answering this question, but all
of them seem to suggest that advanced technology takes a toll on human cognition and
emotion, but at least for now, it expands our moral imagination in the form of SFTV.
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