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Abstract

This article examines the pedagogical potentials of narrative cinema for cul-
tivating moral skills, taking Asghar Farhadi’s About Elly (2009) as a paradig-
matic case. The central argument is that narrative films can foster practical
moral competencies in spectators without relying on explicit didactic in-
struction. Drawing on Noél Carroll’s cultivation approach and on debates in
philosophy of film and moral education, the paper contends that cinema
shapes perceptual habits, affective dispositions, and inferential routines in
ways that function as moral training. Rather than teaching propositional
rules, films can structure experience so that viewers practice kinds of judg-
ment, sympathy, and contextual sensitivity that carry over into everyday
moral reasoning. The analysis advances three interlocking claims. First, nar-
rative architecture can produce epistemic conditions that train viewers in
provisional judgment. About Elly routinely withholds information and stag-
gers disclosure, creating sustained uncertainty that compels spectators to
form hypotheses, weigh alternative readings, and update assessments as
new evidence arrives. This narrative economy of omission functions peda-
gogically: it habituates tolerance for uncertainty, discourages premature
moralizing, and cultivates a disposition to seek further evidence before fix-
ing moral verdicts. By reproducing the epistemic constraints typical of many
real-world moral situations, the film becomes a laboratory for practicing de-
liberative restraint and iterative revision. Second, the film’s distribution of
moral dispositions across an ensemble produces what can be called a virtue
cycle. Rather than offering a single moral exemplar or a simple opposition of
right and wrong, About Elly stages a field of competing responses—protec-
tive deception, prudential reticence, impulsive accusation, moral authori-
tarianism, and ambiguous complicity—whose juxtaposition invites compar-
ative reflection. Spectators continually compare motives, consequences,
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and social pressures across characters, and in doing so they exercise a criti-
cal sympathy that remains responsive to justificatory context. This compar-
ative structure trains viewers to balance empathy with evaluative discrimi-
nation and to recognize the complexity of moral agency embedded in social
relations. Third, formal cinematic devices operate as ethically operative
mechanisms that guide perception and feeling in morally salient ways. Mise-
en-scene spatializes social relations and renders power dynamics visible
through composition and proxemics. Cinematography modulates alignment
by shifting scale, depth of field, and viewpoint; the camera alternately in-
vites intimate identification and affords critical distance that enables reflec-
tive assessment. Sound design, including ambient textures and calibrated
silences, intensifies vulnerability and creates reflective gaps in which moral
attention can settle. The tempo of moral reflection is shaped by editing,
which controls temporal pacing, which varies between urgency and deliber-
ation. These formal choices do not merely illustrate ethical meaning; they
structure the spectator’s encounter with moral material and thereby scaf-
fold particular perceptual and inferential habits. From this tripartite account,
the paper identifies a specific cluster of moral skills that About Elly culti-
vates: epistemic humility, tolerance for ambiguity, narrative inferential rea-
soning, contextual sensitivity, critical sympathy, and iterative moral revision.
Epistemic humility arises when spectators learn to treat initial interpreta-
tions as provisional in light of subsequent disclosures. Tolerance for ambigu-
ity is trained by repeated exposure to unresolved tensions that resist easy
closure. Narrative inferential reasoning consists in assembling dispersed vi-
sual and aural cues into coherent moral hypotheses, a transferable skill rel-
evant beyond cinematic contexts. Contextual sensitivity entails attending to
social roles, histories, and power asymmetries that refract the moral signifi-
cance of actions. Critical sympathy combines empathic engagement with
evidential scrutiny. Iterative moral revision is rehearsed across the film’s se-
rial reversals, teaching viewers how to adjust affective responses and judg-
ments as evidence accrues. The paper situates this cultivation model in rela-
tion to alternative approaches in moral education. Cognitive and prescriptive
models emphasize explicit instruction, propositional knowledge, and rule
application. The cultivation approach foregrounds perceptual training and
embodied judgment, arguing that moral development depends as much on
shaping how one sees and feels as on shaping what one knows. The paper
engages Noél Carroll’s moderate moralism to show that aesthetic and moral
values can be mutually reinforcing: formal coherence and artistic aims need
not preclude moral pedagogy, and ethical structuring can enhance rather
than detract from aesthetic integration. The paper also dialogues with Mar-
tha Nussbaum’s defense of narrative education, translating her insights
about imaginative sympathy into cinematic terms. While literature culti-
vates interiority and narrative imagination, cinema adds multisensory im-
mediacy and temporally structured suspense that implicate the viewer bodi-
ly and socially. To make micro-mechanisms concrete, the study offers close
readings of several representative sequences. One reading examines ob-
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structed sightlines—partial frames, off-screen occlusion, and blocked vi-
sion—and shows how these devices repeatedly limit epistemic access and
thereby habituate viewers to provisionality and humility. Another sequence
analysis focuses on an interrupted speech act and argues that silence func-
tions as a moral pivot, converting omission into a morally charged form of
agency. Another reading looks at a scene where a protective lie is revealed
and shows how the way the camera and sound are set up changes the mor-
al alignment of both the characters and the viewers. These sequence-level
analyses demonstrate how recurring motifs—visual obstruction, refrains of
silence, proximity shifts—function as pedagogical cues by marking moments
for interpretive recalibration. The article proceeds to offer pedagogical ap-
plications. In classroom settings, screenings can be combined with struc-
tured reflective prompts that require students to pinpoint instances of epis-
temic uncertainty, formulate competing hypotheses regarding motives, and
analyze how formal characteristics influence inference. Comparative map-
ping exercises can require learners to chart virtue cycles and to trace how
social pressures reconfigure moral priorities. Inferential workshops can train
students to assemble evidence from mise-en-scéne and sound and to de-
fend narrative reconstructions against rival accounts. Such exercises aim to
convert implicit cinematic training into explicit, transferable competencies.
Potential objections are considered. Critics may worry that cinematic repre-
sentation manipulates affect in ethically problematic ways or that films can
normalize harmful biases. The paper distinguishes manipulative affective
engineering, which seeks to bypass reflective capacities, from legitimate
pedagogical structuring that scaffolds reflection by creating interpretive
gaps and pacing conducive to reconsideration. It acknowledges that peda-
gogical outcomes are mediated by viewers’ prior dispositions and cultural
contexts and thus recommends guided discussion and critical framing to mit-
igate misreadings. Methodological limits are acknowledged: close reading
cannot alone establish causal effects on behavior. The paper therefore rec-
ommends an interdisciplinary research agenda that pairs qualitative analy-
ses with empirical work—controlled experiments, longitudinal studies,
mixed-method evaluations, and cross-cultural comparisons—to test wheth-
er guided cinematic exposure produces durable changes in tolerance for
ambiguity, inferential competence, or empathic responsiveness. In conclu-
sion, About Elly functions as a nuanced instance of cinematic moral cultiva-
tion. Through narrative withholding, distributed virtue dynamics, and ethi-
cally active formal techniques, the film cultivates a suite of practical moral
skills relevant to personal judgment and civic deliberation. This account con-
tributes to debates in philosophy of film and moral education by specifying
micro-mechanisms through which aesthetic form can instantiate moral ped-
agogy, and by offering concrete pedagogical designs for educators and schol-
ars who wish to harness film for ethical formation.

Keywords: Cinematic Moral Pedagogy, About Elly, Moral Skills, Narrative
Film, Cultivation Approach, Noél Carroll
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