Identity and Transformation: The Evolution of Jimmy McGill
Better Call Saul (2016-2023) is a legal crime drama series that follows the life of Jimmy McGill, perhaps better known as Saul Goodman, before the events of Breaking Bad (2008-2013). Jimmy is a fascinating character that changes considerably over the course of the series, with two distinct personalities represented through the different names he goes by. 
In this essay, we will be examining his actions throughout the series, examining them through the lenses of several theories on ethics. This series could also be analysed through theories on existentialism, but for the purposes of this essay, I will be focusing on ethics, and how Jimmy McGill’s sense of morality changes throughout the series as he develops into Saul Goodman.
[bookmark: _Int_UMIj6Qsv][bookmark: _Int_nxGWQe46]Jimmy McGill presents a shining example of a sense of duty at the start of the show; a former con artist turned public defender, he is a perfectly respectable figure that is bound by a strong respect for the law, and achieving justice. He is shown to work long hours, putting in a great deal of emotional investment and time into each of the cases he is assigned, aiming to offer his clients the best representation possible, all against a bureaucratic system that values him very minimally. In The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (2014, p. 29), Immanuel Kant describes his views regarding duty and respect for the law as follows:
“Duty is the necessity of an action from respect for the law. For the object as the effect of the action I have in mind I can indeed have inclination, but never respect, precisely because it is merely an effect and not activity of a will.”
Kant’s view here is that a sense of duty acts as a limiting factor, indirectly yet effectively constraining a person’s capacity for free will, albeit in a positive manner. He posits that for a person with a strong sense of duty, the mere fact something is against the law, or ‘wrong’, reduces a person’s capacity to act in a way that contravenes it, resulting in the person’s sense of duty acting as a check valve when it comes to evaluating the morality and ethics of their actions.
Kant notes (Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 2014, p. 17), "A good will is good not because of what it effects, or accomplishes, not because of its fitness to attain some intended end, but good just by its willing, i.e. in itself.". These quotes accurately describe Jimmy’s motivations as he continues his climb up from his past, aiming to work in the best interests of his clients, using legitimate methods, and eschewing material gain in favour of doing the right thing.
The first sign of any real change we see is during the sixth episode of the first series, where we begin to see his unscrupulous methods: in this case, during the episode Five-O (2015), we see him spilling coffee over someone to distract them whilst he steals their notes. At this point, his intentions are ultimately good, relying only on these less favourable methods when more conventional ones have failed. 
Over the course of the series, Jimmy’s motivations and morality change significantly as he begins his transformation into Saul Goodman.
Perhaps the most striking example of this takes place during the second-season episode Fifi (2016), when Jimmy decides to directly sabotage his brother, Chuck McGill, following a disagreement between them. During the episode, Jimmy deliberately forges a document containing mistakes, in an attempt to damage Chuck’s reputation after Chuck attempted to steal a client of Jimmy’s. 
If he were to act in a way that aligns with Kantian ethics, Jimmy would not have done this, instead favouring a more legitimate approach like lowering his prices, or simply ceding the client and accepting the loss. However, because he feels personally slighted by Chuck, Jimmy chooses to act in a way that provides him personally with a much better outcome, attempting to resecure his client, and embarrassing Chuck in the process, directly ignoring the negative outcome of his actions.
In his work After Virtue – A Study in Moral Theory (2012, p. 46), Alasdair MacIntyre directly refutes Kant’s assertions of a sense of duty, saying: 
“What makes a reason a good reason has nothing to do with who utters it on a given occasion; and until an agent has decided for himself whether a reason is a good reason or not, he has no reason to act.”
MacIntyre’s view is that people will only act if they perceive that their actions will have positive results for them, and that they have no incentive to act if this is not the case, almost directly contrasting with Kant’s view. From this, it could be argued that even at this relatively early point in the story, Jimmy is acting in his own best interests by resorting to various unethical methods, guaranteeing his success at the cost of true justice.
This event is the beginning of a major step down in Jimmy’s moral descent, prioritising his personal gain ahead of Chuck’s interests. J.S. Mills describes the Greatest Happiness principle as stating, “Actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.” (Utilitarianism, 2009, p. 14). For Jimmy, his actions caused him the least loss of happiness compared to giving up his client, so from a Utilitarian point of view, Jimmy did the right thing. From a Kantian point of view however, he is not acting toward the greater good, and is acting immorally.
By the end of Jimmy McGill’s transformation into Saul Goodman, he has changed significantly; he is incredibly corrupt, will very happily bend the law to suit his often-criminal clients, with one notable example taking place during the episode Coushatta (2018), and is very materialistic, wearing an astonishing variety of colourful suits and driving a much flashier car as seen in Wine and Roses (2022). As Mills notes (Utilitarianism, 2009, p. 31), “The utilitarian morality does recognise in human beings the power of sacrificing their own greatest good for the good of others. It only refuses to admit that the sacrifice is itself a good.”. This seems to describe Saul’s outlook on life very well; he pursues things that promote his own happiness and wellbeing, even if those things are not necessarily part of the greater good. 
His relationships start to suffer as a consequence; to name an example, his wife, Kim Wexler, leaves him after his actions inadvertently result in the death of a former colleague of theirs during the episode Fun and Games (2022). This is in stark contrast to Jimmy, who was trying to move away from his past as a con-man, working as a public defender and attempting to become a legitimate lawyer.

CONCLUSION:

To conclude, there is a very clear shift in Jimmy McGill’s sense of morality and ethics over the course of Better Call Saul, as he becomes more comfortable in his Saul Goodman persona. This contrast is most notable through his shift from a Kantian ideal of morality to a more utilitarian and self-serving approach that closely mirrors his decline from the respectable Jimmy McGill into the downright corrupt Saul Goodman. 
This moral change is shown through a change in his actions and lifestyle, transforming from a benevolent public defender to a criminal lawyer. It is also reflected through a decline in his personal relationships as those around him slowly reject what he has become.
Applying Philosophical Concepts in Practice
Philosophy has played a big part in some of my previous work, both on this course, and away from it. I will be analysing two examples of my work in depth, examining the philosophical concepts behind them, and how they affected my decision-making processes whilst shooting them.
Test 127:
Test 127 (dir. Evans and Collier) is a short film following a scientist called David, who is attempting to create an AI recreation of his dead wife Hannah. I was the Director of Photograph on this project, and based several of my creative decisions on the ethical and philosophical themes behind the story concept.
The very nature of the film poses some big questions around existentialism, the most obvious one being whether an artificial intelligence can be considered a person or not. Whilst preparing, I considered the René Descartes quote “I think, therefore I am.” (Discourse on Method, 2006, p. 76), which states that anything which can consider its’ own existence has some level of consciousness. With this in mind, I chose to shoot certain parts of the film from a POV perspective, as if to imply that the AI Hannah was perhaps sentient, and closer to being ‘human’ than David might have realised during their brief conversation. 
Hannah’s dialogue was written to be very panicky and imply that she was in distress, as if she was trapped inside the computer, so I chose to shoot that sequence with a 12mm fisheye lens, making David’s face appear huge and contorted in the frame. I also chose to shoot from a low angle, looking up at David, creating the impression that he is in total control of the situation. Put together, it looks almost as if David is looking down at a small ant, creating an impression of helplessness on Hannah’s part.
David was written to be just as vulnerable, clearly having invested a great deal emotionally into the project. I shot closeups of him tapping anxiously on the table, shifting uncomfortably in his chair and generally looking uncomfortable, with the intention of highlighting his doubts about the project, and showing that he wasn’t 100% comfortable with what was being done. I also chose to use quite a few wide shots, showing both how alone he felt, and highlighting his uncomfortable movements during certain situations like removing the hard drive from its container. In his work Homo Viator: Introduction to a Metaphysic of Hope (1978, p.10), Gabriel Marcel describes hope as being “for the soul what breathing is for the living organism.”. Hope is definitely David’s motivating force here, pushing him on through these failures until he can finally speak with his wife once again.
Throughout shooting, we definitely wanted to portray David as simultaneously being very much in favour of continuing the project so he would be able to speak to his wife again, and against it, clearly harbouring doubts about the morality behind it, and whether it would be ‘right’ to do this. In the end, we left it up to the viewer to make a decision; we never say which choice we believe would be the correct one. Ultimately, it is up to them to decide whether they believe David is correct in attempting to create a facsimile of his wife, or whether this facsimile is actually a person in its’ own right, trapped inside a computer for all eternity. 
Soul-bound:
[bookmark: _Int_IbLxAXhg][bookmark: _Int_EhPSfhR5]Soul-bound (dir. Cole) is a short film following Toby, a man who has lost his wife Emily. Toby is trying to resurrect his wife by performing several rituals, but does not succeed and ends up trapping her in a limbo state between life and the afterlife, something she is not happy about. I was the Director of Photography on this project, and made several creative decisions to support the philosophical and ethical themes we were trying to portray. 
Again, this film is based strongly around existentialist themes. We chose to have the main conflict between Toby and Emily be caused by his refusal to ‘let go’, spending his life in the selfless pursuit of her resurrection, but failing and acting in an ultimately selfish way borne from his love for her. Emily is presented as a ghost, which we felt provided the perfect vessel for a character stuck between worlds the way she is; she is present in our world, but is ultimately helpless, and unable to act to secure her freedom in either life or death. The author Jack London said in a 1916 interview (The Bulletin, p.1) that “The proper function of man is to live, not to exist. I shall not waste my days trying to prolong them. I shall use my time.”, which is a sentiment that Toby’s actions directly fly in the face of; he is quite literally wasting his days trying to prolong the life of someone close to him.
This decision influenced a large number of my creative choices as Director of Photography. I split the film into two visual styles for each half; in the first, she is much more ghostly and ethereal, haunting Toby whilst he deliberates on his choices. She acts as a representation of his consciousness, not having any physical effect on the world, but following him around through his life, judging every decision that he makes. 
During the second half of the film, I decided to shoot her as I would a regular human character, with the aim of personifying her more, and making her struggle for freedom more relatable to our audience. I felt that this choice to make her more human would make Toby’s choice to try to keep her in our world seem much more morally grey, and make her objections seem much more impactful.
In his work The Myth of Sisyphus (1975, p.14), Albert Camus said of life that “Seeking what is true is not seeking what is desirable.” This holds especially true in this situation; Toby is seeking to prevent his wife from moving on into the afterlife, ignoring the pain and suffering he is causing her, not to mention delaying the inevitable pain he will experience once she moves on. He also ignores the fact she is not physically present, instead being a mere apparition, choosing to select an interpretation of events that suits his ideals best.
Response to Quote:
The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein said, "Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.” (Nordmann, 2005, p.154). In other words, he states that a person must be aware of something before they can hold any kind of opinion about it, as otherwise they would not know that there is something to have an opinion on. 
When it comes to creative practice, my personal interpretation of this quote is that a practitioner, regardless of the discipline they work in, must understand the story and its’ underpinning concepts and ideas in order to be able to tell it effectively. To give an example, a cinematographer must have a detailed working knowledge of the emotions, characters, plot and subtext behind a scene in order to be able to tell the story through their cinematography. 
Every single shot type, lens choice, or camera movement has the potential to obscure or highlight elements of the scene, which can drastically improve or reduce the storytelling potential of a given shot. Crucially, this also relies on the other practitioners they work with understanding the story too, to help the Director of Photography make creative decisions that work effectively to tell the story. 
Simply put, if a Director of Photography is unaware of even the smallest detail, they cannot show it effectively through their practice, possibly hindering their storytelling potential. This highlights the importance of every practitioner on a film set being intimately familiar with the story and its’ details, regardless of their role. 
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