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Introduction




In the ongoing pursuit of understanding and
describing modern life, there are many sayings that stick in our
minds. One such topical saying of unknown origin goes: “May you
live in interesting times.” In the midst of the 2020 global
pandemic many were forced to be home, sheltered in place, and
physically distant from one another in efforts to slow down the
spread of a deadly virus. And among the things people do with an
increased amount of personal time on their hands, is a lot of binge
watching. And what more topical choice than Charlie Brooker’s
Black Mirror?

One of the biggest shows on the Netflix
streaming platform, Black Mirror is fertile ground for
multiple discussions about our globally connected society. Named to
be a reflection of what it’s like to stare at a blank screen—our
own face staring back at us—it aims to question the place of
technology and social media in our ever-changing world. And in this
era of relative social isolation, it is often all you may have to
communicate with the outside world.

Created by Charlie Booker and Annabel Jones as
an anthology series with a penchant for social commentary on the
lasting effects of emerging technology and humanity, Black
Mirror turns the attention not just towards the tech, but on
ourselves. It is one of the most influential, currently active
science fiction shows out there, touching on many aspects of the
genre and showing us a world that could be. And at the same time,
it threatens us with a world not far off.

 


The technocrats of our era are sure that any
emerging technology will be used to solve social problems, but
technology does not solve problems—it just develops workarounds.
Paradoxically, tech can create new dilemmas… like how much
information is too much? Are copies of human consciousness due the
same rights as human beings? Should all of our memories and the
daily occurrences of our lives be preserved for all time? What does
it mean to be sentient? Is there even such a thing as privacy
anymore? Much like a shattered screen on a smartphone, we still
have to see our broken society and function in it as best as we
can. What often happens is that these problems still fester, and
technology can work to deepen societal problems like inequality and
accentuate issues such as appearance-based
discrimination.

Since its debut in 2011, the show has
continued to gain popularity. Starting off with just a cult
following when it originally aired in the United Kingdom, it has
grown to become one of the biggest shows on Netflix and is regarded
as the 21st Century version of The Twilight Zone.

Brooker, created the series to tell what he
terms as “what if” tales—to explore concepts in a short story
format. Being a big fan of The Twilight Zone, Brooker
developed his anthology series at a time where television was
embracing five-season story arcs. Emerging from his affinity for
technology, Brooker uses it to tell stories that pull the viewer
into a plausible world. The self-contained, singular episode format
hasn’t been done well in such a long time, but Black Mirror
was able to pull it off.

As more and more people caught on to the
series, Black Mirror would also garner recognition. Namely,
the show has won numerous awards for its most impactful episodes.
In 2018, Black Mirror won three Emmy’s for the episode “USS
Callister,” and two Emmy’s for “San Junipero.” One of these Emmy’s
was for “Outstanding Television Movie,” an indication of how well
the show was received in the United States. Black Mirror
would also win awards from BAFTA (British Academy of Film and
Television Arts), the Art Directors Guild, and an award from AMPS
(Association of Motion Picture Sound) In total, according to IMDB,
Black Mirror has an impressive total of 32 wins and 93
nominations.

Much like the original Twilight Zone,
Black Mirror has a legion of fans that have yet to have been
christened with a nickname. Dr. Who fans are called Whovians, Star
Trek fans are called Trekkies or Trekkers, and Black Mirror
fans are called paranoid.

In this compendium, we will be discussing all
five seasons of Black Mirror, as well as the interactive
movie Bandersnatch. There is a lot here to discuss, and I
know that we are all looking forward to getting into it. If you
start with the very first episode, it might weird you out. But, it
doesn’t represent the entire series—there is so much more to it
than that. While it doesn’t matter which episode you start with, I
do recommend any other than the first.

This is a project for fans, by a fan, but not
for fans only. It is also for those who want to get into Black
Mirror. This is a book for those who want to understand what
all the hype is about. Welcome to The Binge Watchers Guide to
Black Mirror!


 


*WARNING*

 


There are spoilers in every part
of this book after this introduction. Should you continue, be
forewarned. Okay, there’s my disclaimer. Let’s go!


 


The Zeitgeist




Black Mirror has been influential, and
eerily predictive as well. Whether it be the abuses of big data, a
political scandal, or invasions of privacy, this anthology series
stretches far and wide when it comes to what it assesses as the
post-modern human condition. Constantly, unabashedly, it goes to
dark places, using our social relations to show us who we truly
are. Despite the instant contact that we often have with one
another, Black Mirror highlights the ironic disconnection
that comes with it.

And that says nothing for how predictive it
is. Some episodes in their content predicted an election, and what
tech would emerge later in the decade of the 2010’s. This series
has been prescient and made a number of spot on calls as to how we
would be living in the not so distant future. The angst that some
of us feel about the potential applications of technology are often
times justified, as we see over five seasons.

We live in the age of digital media, where
information is available instantaneously. And Black Mirror
captures these potential unforeseen consequences of new tech so
accurately that it has become shorthand for how wrong things can
go.

 


What Could Possibly Go Wrong?




There is a concept in social science called
the law of unintended consequences. While not as ironclad as
natural law, this concept does have some usage in pointing out what
can happen that wasn’t necessarily foreseeable. Let’s look at one
current, real world example for a moment just to get an idea of the
notion.

In online news, the bigger, more established
outlets can put limitations on the availability of their content.
If you visit a site, you may be allowed to view no more than 10
articles freely within a month’s time. Your information access is
restricted behind what is known as a paywall—the mechanism that the
publisher is using to fund their publication and maintain a revenue
stream. If you do not subscribe to the news site, you won’t be able
to see any additional content.

Paying for access to the site of a news
publication can be cost prohibitive for many people. Because of
this, what is left are sites that aren’t behind a paywall. But
these may not be as trustworthy or rigorous in vetting information
as established sources. Unfortunately, these sites—and those like
them—can proliferate, and are often amplified on social media
sites. It is a case in point that typifies the old adage about a
lie traveling around the world, and the truth hasn’t even stepped
out of the house. Instead of being a safeguard for the funding of
credible journalism, the paywall is one of many things that fueled
the proliferation of disinformation.

The stated intention was to promote the
funding of news, but the resulting paradox is that many more
sources are questionable. Just something to think about when your
next phone notification goes off with Breaking News. If current
technology has unintended consequences, then they will definitely
exist in newer innovations.

 


Beginnings of Black Mirror




Black Mirror is not the first project
Charlie Brooker has ever done. Previously, Brooker did a show on
BBC Four called Screenwipe that lasted from 2006 to 2008.
Screenwipe was a show Brooker used to review and comment on
various British television shows. One wouldn’t know it from
Black Mirror, but Charlie Brooker can be quite a comedic
writer.

Brooker cites Twilight Zone as one of
his influences, and sought to create an anthology series that was
poignant and contemporary. At the time of its creation, science
fiction TV programming was in somewhat of a lull. The last science
fiction show with a big fan base, Battlestar Galactica, had
been off the air for three years. In 2011, it was all about shows
like Game of Thrones, and The Walking Dead, while
what fans call “hard science fiction” took a back seat on
television. These shows had their fan bases of course, but there
was a void for fans that gravitated towards topical science and the
technology in them.

In 2011, the political world was in turmoil
with the Arab Spring, and the populist outburst of Occupy Wall
Street here in the United States. The former was even mentioned in
the very first episode “The National Anthem.” Black Mirror
debuted with little fanfare towards the end of the year on Channel
4, a British television station. The first two seasons stayed on
this channel, not hitting Netflix until December of 2014—three
years later.

 


 


Expanding World of Technology




According to Scientific American, the
human brain has the capacity of 2.5 petabytes (a petabyte is a
million gigabytes.) It is entirely possible that in the next few
decades, technology will have the capacity to back up an entire
human brain on a hard drive. While we hope this doesn’t result in
an Arnim Zola from Captain America: Winter Soldier, it is
intriguing.

In reflecting on the last decade of
technology, we have seen the distribution of ideas through mostly
web-based tech. This proliferation of streamed content, and
telepresence software, has meant a noted change in collaborative
projects. Lag and snafus aside, these systems are a lot more
advanced than they were ten years ago. And, given the reality of
Moore’s Law, they are sure to get more sophisticated as time
passes.




 


Before You Watch




Before you begin watching Black Mirror,
be sure to cast all of your science fiction stereotypes to the
side. This show is not about aliens, plane-sized weapons, or epic
space battles. Don’t worry yourself about learning about wormholes,
faster than light travel, or futuristic techno-babble. The science
here is probable—a projection into the future grounded in what
exists now. The stories are more about the characters, and how they
cope in a world not too far from today.

In a time where computing power and the access
to it becomes ubiquitous, the battles are fought with each person
deciding how to use this technology. Also, take care to notice that
there will be episodes that are plausible to occur right here, and
right now.

With the exception of Season 4, every season
of Black Mirror has an episode that could technically happen
today, with existing technology. It constantly blurs the line
between contemporary commentary and science fiction, making you
think hard about how our usage of technology is already too far
gone for us to put the worms back in the can, so to
speak.

Also, a big part of understanding and truly
appreciating Black Mirror, is noticing the connections
between episodes. While the show is in an anthology format with
self-contained stories and no sequential episodes, there are
frequent references to past episodes in later seasons. You can
think of it as a shared universe, so to speak. Across seasons,
there will be songs that you can’t get out of your head, as well as
multiple Easter eggs.

These connections make this series more
interesting, and give an idea of how adjacent these developments
are. At this point, there are no recurring characters, but do watch
for some actors to make additional appearances in different
roles.

Another thing that would help is to understand
the concept of cloud storage. To give you a quick idea of what
cloud storage is, it is pretty much when you store information on a
computer server in a remote location. As opposed to merely saving
data on a hard drive or a thumb drive, cloud storage is an
alternative way to have backups of vital information. Examples of
cloud storage available for personal usage are services like
DropBox and OneDrive. There can be security issues of course, but
it is convenient to use. Not that you have to be super technical,
but the term will come up in more than a few episodes.


 


Season 1





Episode 1: The National Anthem

 


Aired: December 4, 2011

Director: Otto Bathurst

Writer: Charlie Brooker

Cast: Rory Kinnear (Michael Callow),
Lindsay Duncan (Alex Cairns), Donald Sumpter (Julian Hereford), Tom
Goodman Hill (Tom Blice), Anna Wilson Jones (Jane Callow), Patrick
Kennedy (Section Chief Walker), Alastair Mckenzie (Martin), Chetna
Pandya (Malaika), Alex Macqueen (Special Agent Callett), Jay
Simpson (Flynn/ Rod Senseless), Lydia Wilson (Princess
Susannah)

 


“The World’s Bloody
Broken!”

 


The very first episode of this science fiction
anthology series is not very high tech at all. As such, it is also
the must realistic. Here, the prime minister Michael Callow finds
himself to be the subject of blackmail. Terrorists have kidnapped
Princess Susannah, threatening to kill her unless Callow has
intercourse with a pig on live television.

What a way to open a series, huh? Equal parts
spectacle, dark humor, and voyeurism, The National Anthem is
a punch in the throat for a series about the possible abuses of
technology. This is an episode that is jarring not only because of
the subject matter, but because it is also plausible it could occur
right now.

Prime Minister Callow finds himself at the
whim of technologically savvy foes with a penchant for making
statements. His team of advisors are completely out of sorts,
unable to deal with what is unfolding right in front of them. As
the episode carries on, we see the mainstream media play second
fiddle to social media. Just as we see in our reality, social media
moves at a rate much faster than news organizations are able to,
and can get the word out in short moments.

As we see Callow’s team falter, it depicts the
breakdown and failure of the official response. The viewer, in a
tragicomic fashion, sees his handlers go from trying to fool the
cyber-terrorists with visual trickery, to bringing in the military
to apprehend the suspect. But as both of these attempts fail, the
realization sets in that Callow has to go through with the demands.
He and his team have screwed the pooch, so to speak.

We also see how quickly public opinion can
turn on a person in the public eye. Callow was initially regarded
as a tragic figure stuck between two hard decisions, but after
multiple failed attempts to apprehend the kidnappers, he was seen
only as selfish. It became necessary then, for the prime minister
to do what he needed to in order to save Princess Susanna’s
life.

The prime minister commits the act… and we are
forced to half-watch—a reminder of internet voyeur culture, guided
by the principle of what has been seen can’t be unseen. However,
unbeknownst to Callow, Princess Susanna is released unharmed, half
an hour before the stated deadline for him to complete the lewd
act.

The kidnapper also kills himself, to escape
apprehension. There is no lesson here, no big moral to the story,
just a kidnapper who held a public figure hostage just because they
could. Talk about nihilism. This is a theme that will be revisited
more than a few times. This episode just raises so many questions
about our society. One of which is, what can you compel someone to
do in a life or death situation?

This is the world we find ourselves in—one
where public humiliation is at the ready, and people can have you
on the hook for very little. As we all know, but collectively push
to the back of our minds, all of our information is out there ready
for use or misuse. This is a theme that will be explored in a later
episode, but for now just note how easy it is to set up a political
figure using current technology.

Considering that social media is such a
spectacle, public humiliation is always an option for the targeted.
It may not be as extreme as blackmail, but the potential for
ongoing abuse is ever present; it’s incredibly difficult to
suppress information once it is already out there. In a world where
social media moves faster than news organizations, and what is
trending on Twitter can determine the focus of the news, public
opinion becomes a fickle, transient thing that can shift at a
moment’s notice.

In a way, this is a predicament where we are
all held hostage.

Held hostage to past tweets, old status
updates, and beliefs that an individual may have evolved out
of—this is our post-modern society. Individuals are held
accountable, while institutions are not. And there’s no unknowing
once we know the depths of depravity apparent in our modern
culture. Like a member of Callow’s cabinet says, “there is no
playbook” for this at all. In a sense, the realization sets in that
we’re all screwed.


 


Episode 2: Fifteen Million Merits

 


Aired: December 11, 2011

Director: Euros Lyn

Writer: Charlie Brooker, Konnie
Huq

Cast: Daniel Kaluuya (Bingham Madsen),
Jessica Brown Findlay (Abi Khan), Rupert Everett (Judge Hope),
Julia Davis (Judge Charity), Ashley Thomas (Judge Wraith), Paul
Popplewell (Dustin), Isabella Laughland (Swift), Hannah John-Kamen
(Selma Telse),

 


“You don’t see people up here, it’s
all fodder.”

–Bing Madsen

 


How badly do you want to make it? Are you
willing to compromise everything you believe in to improve your
life? This is the question that confronts Bingham Madsen in
Fifteen Million Merits. Imagine a near future society, where
there are no more fossil fuels and everyone has to create
electricity. One where you are obligated to peddle on an
electricity-generating bicycle to secure a digital currency that
you need to buy toothpaste or even wash your hands.

Bing wakes up in a very small living quarters,
surrounded by four walls made of screens. The screens show a
digital farm, complete with a digital rooster functioning as his
alarm clock. In addition to this, ads can pop up on the screen at
almost any moment, much like the internet today. The key difference
in this society however, is that there are financial penalties
incurred for skipping these ads, or even muting the audio. If you
shut your eyes, the screens prompt you to resume viewing. Talk
about a captive audience!

To make matters worse, there is a strict
hierarchy in this episode that’s based on fitness. If you are
deemed too big to produce electricity on a bike, you will be
reassigned as a cleaner of the workplace. There is open fat shaming
and body positivity is non-existent. We see one of Bing’s
co-workers struggling to keep up on the bike, while the office
jack-hole jokes that he will soon be wearing the lemon suit—the
uniform cleaners wear as they tidy up. Devalued as human beings,
they are shown as examples of what not to allow yourself to become.
Even though their work is essential for the continued function of
the society, they are still looked down upon. Sounds kind of
familiar, doesn’t it?

“Fifteen Million Merits” depicts a
society of screens and micro-transactions. It depicts a future
where, much like today, society is obsessed with productivity. We
see there are even leader boards that show who is the leading
peddler in the office. Bing is one of many people in this facility
who is resigned to the way things are. He looks simply bored with
the drudgery, much like many working people are with their normal
jobs. Bing is so tuned out, that he doesn’t notice that there is a
woman quietly admiring him.

That is until a new employee, Abi, joins his
section. Bing is noticeably interested in Abi, and interacts with
her awkwardly at first. But as he gradually gets to know her, he
opens up about his past. He tells her that his brother passed away
last year, and while he received inherited merits, he doesn’t quite
know what to do with them. He just doesn’t see the value in buying
pointless avatars and intangibles.

Eventually, Bing hears Abi singing in the
unisex bathroom. The song in question, “Anyone Who Knows What Love
Is” by Irma Thomas, has become most associated with Black
Mirror. If you listen carefully, you’ll hear it in every
season. This leads to one afternoon, while on a meal break, where
he finds the words he needs to say.

Complimenting Abi on her singing voice, Bing
suggests that she audition for the talent show Hot Shots,
the episode’s futuristic version of American Idol. However,
there is a price to auditioning—one that Bing offers to, quite
literally, pay. Gifting Abi the 15 million merits to audition, he
manages to talk her into going on the show.

He goes with her to the audition, where she
impresses both the judges and the digital audience. This is a
budding story of a love interest doing a favor for a person, only
to have it go left. To his horror, Bing witnesses as the three
hosts redirect her aspirations as a singer into pressure to become
a porn star.

In this audition, we see a few methods of
coercion at play. Foremost, we see appearance-based discrimination
that confronts anyone who wants to go into the entertainment
industry. Further, the comments of Judge Wraith are clearly sexual
harassment and a representation of what aspiring female artists
have to deal with.

Judge Charity on another hand, says that there
are already enough singers slotted in on her stream. Supposedly the
voice of reason, Judge Charity reminds Abi that she either takes
the deal from Wraith, or its back on the bike for her. They remind
her that others would give anything to be in her position, thus
magnifying the pressure. The three hosts do a combination of
cajoling and berating her, bullying Abi into taking the degrading
out. The digital audience even gets in on the pressure, chanting to
do it repeatedly. Wanting to escape the routine of the bicycle, and
influenced by a drugged drink given to her before the audition, Abi
hesitantly agrees.

Beside himself, Bing was removed from the
audition by studio security. He is crushed. We see him depressed
about the outcome, eating lunch in the cafeteria by himself and
lamenting over what was destroyed by what he could not have
foreseen. The only memento that he had was an origami penguin Abi
made for him as a token of her appreciation. He would remain in
this dejected state until he went home that night, only to be
forced to witness her erotic debut.

In what would become typical Black
Mirror fashion, Bing is unable to skip this stream, due to a
lack of merits after having drained his account to pay for Abi’s
audition. He tries to turn around, but the screen pans to the wall
that he’s facing. There is no escape from this, try as he might.
Even closing his eyes is met by a high-pitched alarm in his
domicile, accompanied by a “resume viewing” prompt on the screen.
Further, the digital handle to his room would not open during the
commercial. He has no choice, but to witness the woman he has
feelings for get ran through on a live stream.

This is what makes him lose it.

Bing slams into the walls of the screen,
throws his mattress at it, and pounds with his fists until a shard
of glass drops from it. Considering his state of mind, it looks as
if he might take it and end his life right then and there. And yet,
he has bigger plans.

Not typified as the most dedicated employee,
Bing began to show up earlier to work to get more peddling in. He
spends as little merits as he can, choosing to eat the food that
other employees waste. We see him practicing a dance routine in his
living quarters, in preparation. It’s obvious that he is grinding
out enough merits to buy himself a ticket to audition on Hot
Shots.

And within two months, he accomplishes what
normally takes people six, and purchases a golden ticket. When he
enters the Hot Shots audition area, he takes with him the
empty box of Cuppliance that Abi had drank. He shows it to the
backstage producer, fooling her into thinking that he had the stuff
already.

After introducing himself as an entertainer,
he begins his dance routine. Part of the way through it however, he
pulls out the shard of glass hidden in his waistband and holds it
to his throat. He threatens to slice his own throat if security
tries to remove him before he says his piece to the
audience.

And once Bing speaks, he has a rant for the
ages. This was one of the most memorable rants I’ve heard since
Howard Beale’s “I’m Mad as Hell, and I’m Not going to Take It
Anymore” creed in the 1976 movie Network. Bing criticizes
not only the panel of judges, but the entire society. There’s no
way to do it justice in just a recap—you have to see it for
yourself. It goes over really well with the audience, despite its
abrasive nature. Arguably, this is the appearance that made Daniel
Kaluuya a star, as he would go on to do Get Out and Black
Panther.

Unfazed, however, Judge Hope says that he
would like to hear him talk again, offering him a slot on his
stream twice a week. And as Bing accepts—even without the influence
of the Cuppliance—the same panel that sent Abi into a life of porn
sends him into one of social commentary. One propped up by the very
society he claims to criticize.

In the next scene, his old co-workers are
flipping through different streams that they are watching while
they peddle at work and come across Bing’s broadcast. Here, Bing is
giving a much less passionate commentary, while still holding the
shard of glass to his neck. That same shard of glass has now also
become an avatar item that those watching can purchase.
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