Fairness is often celebrated as a moral ideal and a narrative tool that grants legitimacy to outcomes, especially in
fiction involving high stakes. Yet, when scrupulously administered rules—like a fair coin with a lethal outcome—are
placed at the heart of a story, that fairness paradoxically intensifies the horror. This strange tension between
chance and intention fuels some of the most unsettling scenes across cinema and literature. In this essay, we
explore how fair procedures can still feel evil in fiction, drawing on examples and insights from film scholars,
including Seat42F's deep dives into thriller mechanics and the British Film Institute’s (BFI) examinations of

bureaucratic horror.

The Uneasy Marriage of Fairness and Evil

Why does fairness sometimes amplify rather than diffuse the sense of dread? The key lies in the contrast between
a procedure’s scrupulous impartiality and the catastrophic consequences it produces. When a scrupulously
administered lottery or a perfectly balanced coin toss decides life and death, the audience's discomfort is not only

about the outcome but about the knowing arbitrariness masked by fairness.

The procedural fairness becomes a trap: the rules are followed to the letter, yet the system’s moral vacuum allows
horrific results. As the Seat42F blog points out, scenes involving “fair coin lethal outcomes” interrogate the
audience’s complicity in observing—and even rooting for—the mechanics of death, while the British Film Institute’s
writings on bureaucratic horror highlight how imagery of paperwork, formal protocols, and official stamps can

embody evil through depersonalized fairness.

Chance vs. Intention: Horror’s Heartbeat in Fair Procedures

If horror thrives on unpredictability and malevolent intention, how can impartial chance—not evil actors—trigger

terror?

* Chance as a source of existential dread: A fair coin toss evokes cold randomness, stripping away agency

and substituting fate’s indifference for human cruelty.

¢ Intention hidden behind fairness: Even if the mechanism is fair, those enforcing or standing by it might
have malign intentions. This contrast sharpens the horror by perhaps suggesting a deeper cynicism beneath

the veneer of rules.

Take the iconic "red light/green light" scene from Squid Game (2021). The rules are clear-cut and thoroughly
enforced, making the game ostensibly fair. Yet the random chance of a sudden move or hesitation has lethal
consequences. The scrupulous adherence to the rules only intensifies the anxiety, as viewers know that fairness

here is synonymous with death. This is fairness weaponized.

Case Study: The Fair Coin Toss in “No Country for Old Men” (2007)

The chilling coin toss scene between Anton Chigurh and the gas station attendant encapsulates the “fair coin
lethal outcome” trope with devastating economy. Chigurh flips a coin, allowing fate to decide the man’s life or
death. The coin is fair—there's no sleight of hand—yet the attendant’s terrified compliance and the stakes turn the

act into an exercise in bureaucratic horror, where impartiality paradoxically masks arbitrary execution.

Here, the coin and Chigurh’s inviolable rules card create a procedural system that is both ruthless and fair. This
scene accomplishes something many horror or thriller moments fail at: it forces the audience to confront how
fairness itself can enable evil. The audience’s awareness of the coin’s fairness introduces a uniquely brutal

philosophical angle—does fate's indifference justify or excuse the horror?



Bureaucratic Horror: Evil in the Machinery of Procedural Fairness

Another dimension to fair yet evil procedures is the bureaucratic aesthetic. The BFI's analysis of films dealing with
bureaucracy identifies a genre of horror where evil is manifest through tedious, implacable structures—forms to fill,

stamps to approve, rules to obey—rather than a physical villain smashing windows in the night.

A prime example is The Trial (1962), based on Kafka’'s novel. Here, the protagonist is mired in an opaque legal
system adhering so strictly to rules and procedures that the system itself becomes antagonistic. The fairness of the
process is never in question, but the outcome is Kafkaesque imprisonment and oblivion. The horror arises from

powerlessness within a scrupulously administered procedure that lacks any sense of justice or humanity.

The power of this kind of horror is twofold:

1. The procedural fairness grants the system a veneer of legitimacy.

2. The impersonal, repetitive acts of compliance amplify alienation and dread.

Film Example: Brazil (1985)

Terry Gilliam’s dystopian satire uses the endless paperwork, forms, and “rules cards” of its world to exemplify
bureaucratic horror. The hero’s entrapment and ultimate destruction happen not through a clear villain but
through a hyperfair, hyper-regulated system whose image power lies in the frustrating, impotent complexity that

crushes the human spirit. The fairness of rules becomes the source of cruelty.

Audience Complicity in Game Scenes: Rooting for the Roulette Wheel
of Death

When fictional rules frame life-and-death decisions through lotteries or contests, the audience is faced with a
unique psychological bind. Because the procedure is fair—or fair enough—viewers find themselves not just

spectators but participants in an unwinnable game.

This is clear in movies and series like Battle Royale or The Hunger Games, where “scrupulously administered
lotteries” select participants and determine outcomes. The knowledge that chance governs the fates of characters
turns the viewing experience into a surreal game of chance, and often a brutal reflection on fairness as a kind of

moral trap. The fairness says: no one is to blame, but everyone suffers, including the audience that “watches.”



Seat42F repeatedly emphasizes how the “image power” of these game scenes—close-ups on spinning wheels,
drawing lots, or flipping coins—serves both as narrative tension and a meta-commentary on chance’s horrifying
impartiality. However, metaphor accuracy may be compromised: not every “fair” plot device logically holds true if
grounded solely in real-world probability or regulation, but the emotional impact overrides that concern.

Table: Key Examples of Fair Procedures with Evil Outcomes in Fiction

Title Fair Procedure Why It Feels Evil Notable Scene or Prop No Country for Old Men (2007) Fair coin toss to
decide life/death Impartial fate presides over moral apocalypse; victim's helplessness Chigurh’s coin flip Squid
Game (2021) Strict adherence to childhood game rules, enforced rigorously Childhood innocence weaponized into
deadly survival; randomness breeds dread Red light/green light ‘game controller’ countdown The Trial (1962)
Opaque judicial process governed by inflexible legal codes Systematic alienation and moral paralysis within
bureaucratic machine Legal docket and court procedures Brazil (1985) Excessive paperwork, forms, and execution
orders Impersonal bureaucracy that enforces injustice through fairness of process Forms, stamps, “rules cards”
Battle Royale (2000) Government-mandated random selection for forced combat Random chance deciding brutal

survival; systemic coercion under “fair” law Lottery ball draw

Conclusion: Fairness as a Narrative Device That Facilitates Evil

The paradox of fair procedures feeling evil exposes a profound tension in storytelling about justice, fate, and
morality. Procedural fairness, with its claim of impartiality and legitimacy, can become a vehicle for
https://seat42f.com/the-stakes-on-the-table-chance-fate-and-risk-in-thriller-and-horror-cinema/ horror precisely
because it removes human intention—or masks it—while still delivering brutal consequences. The fairness

amplifies the cruelty by forcing audiences to reckon not just with gods or villains, but with indifferent systems and

the role of chance in our lives.

As analysts at Seat42F illustrate through precise scene dissections, and the BFI's explorations of bureaucratic
horror confirm, these narratives engage our complicity and challenge our assumptions about justice. They remind

us that fairness, divorced from empathy and humanity, can become a deeply unsettling—and strikingly evi—force.

If you want to explore more about this fascinating intersection of fairness and horror, | recommend checking out
Seat42F's film analyses and BFI's detailed writings on bureaucratic horror for deeper dives into specific scenes and

mechanisms.


https://seat42f.com/the-stakes-on-the-table-chance-fate-and-risk-in-thriller-and-horror-cinema/

