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Research Aims

to position fictional and creative sources of 
data as valid, important, and complementary 
to empirical research on punishment

to take seriously what the carceral themes in 
Black Mirror can offer us in terms of 
theorizing processes of penal change  

(i)

(ii)



The Role of Fiction?

“Fiction can push criminologists to 
scrutinize scholarly commonsense, opening 

up new and different questions and 
alternative approaches to investigating the 

social word, as well as novel means of 
communicating findings and arguments” 

(Page and Goodman 2018: 2-3)



Overview
1 Literature 

on penal 
change

2 Palimpsestic 
Penality

3 Black Mirror 
Analysis
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rupture
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Conceptualizing Penal Change



Palimpsestic Penality



Palimpsestic Penality

a framework for understanding 
the ways in which logics of 
punishment are continually 

superimposed, eroded, and re-
imagined, as new ideas are 

overlaid upon what has been 
effaced



“Data” & Methods

• Qualitative coding of 
all 19 Black Mirror 
episodes

• Inter-coder reliability 
checks guide our 
selection of 4 
vignettes 



S4 E6: “Black Museum”

• This episode 
performs a 
palimpsest of the 
entire series



S4 E1: “USS Callister”

• Infinity: an online multi-
player virtual reality game 

• cookie technology:
digital copies of 
individuals’ 
consciousness can be 
inserted into a ‘game’ 
through DNA transfer



S2 E2: “White Bear”

• White Bear Justice 
Park

• Eye-for-an-eye 
punishment



S3 E6: “Hated in the Nation”
• ADI: Automated Drone 

Insect

• #DeathTo@Name

• punishment of those 
hiding behind the 
anonymity permitted by 
social media 



Performing the Palimpsest

• Vigilante Justice

• Prison Tourism

• Permanent Incapacitation

Clayton from “Black Museum”



Performing the Palimpsest

USS Callister
Permanent Incapacitation x

x

White Bear
Prison Tourism x

Hated in the Nation
Vigilante Justice

Clayton from “Black Museum”



Concluding Thoughts
A palimpsestic 

understanding of penality 
better portrays the ways in 
which penal logics thicken 

and interact with one 
another

We assert that palimpsestic 
penality may also orient 

scholarship toward a 
greater appreciation of 

penality’s multiplicative and 
processual character


