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1. Background 

 

This chapter examines the background to the study of law and justice on British television. It 

notes how the reach of television has continued in the second decade of the 21st century. Two 

major trends can be identified – sources and modes of consumption. On the one hand there has 

been an expansion of the sources of programming. This has involved an explosion of niche 

channels free to view through either Freesat or Freeview.  The number of channels free to view 

has proliferated into the hundreds. This has largely involved the emergence of specialist 

channels showing a highly restricted service such as, for instance, Talking Pictures. Talking 

Pictures  offers a diet of mainly black and white British films from the 1950s and 1960s with 

no other material – no news, documentaries or other entertainment/educational material. 

Complementing these niche free channels has been the emergence of low cost subscription 

services such as Netflix or Amazon which offer films and TV series “on demand” rather than 

any kind of news or current affairs. 1 

 

In addition, the mode of consumption has changed.  Programming has altered from a single 

“family” TV set in the living area to a proliferation of both television sets and  other devices 

on which to consume the material such as computers, tablets and mobile phones. The 

preference of young people, for instance, for viewing their favourite programmes on such 

devices has led the Government to address the loss of revenue through such devices not 

requiring a TV licence and impacting on the revenue source of the BBC.2 This did not, 

however, impact on people watching other free on-demand content provided by  channels such 

as ITV, Channel 4 or Channel 5, nor on demand subscription services. 

 

These developments are of major importance to what drove our original project goal, namely 

the assessment of the impact of the medium of television on the representation of the justice 

system. That message has become highly diffused. Whilst print newspapers and other media 

continue to review and assess programmes when they are aired on the major TV channels, this 

increasingly does not reflect audience viewing behaviour.3 

 

                                                           
1 These are in contrast to the kind of subscription service through the various “bundles” offered in Britain by Sky 

where in addition to the basic package offering news, soaps and documentaries there are add-ons for those who 

want to watch Sport, film, history or “vintage” television.    
2 The Communications (Television Licensing)(Amendment) Regulation 2016/704 which amended the 

Communications (Television Licensing) Regulations 2004 and the Communication Act 2003 to include in the 

definition of using a television receiver, “receiving all or any part of a programme included in an on-demand 

programme service which is provided by the BBC”. This came into force from 1st September 2016.  
3 The contrast with the viewing figures for a successful programme mean that, for instance, the audience for the 

top rated show in the 1970s, The Generation Game, was 25 million - 

https://www.thesun.co.uk/tvandshowbiz/4285131/bruce-forsyth-generation-game/.  Its modern “successor”, the 

soap Coronation Street is able to be top the ratings with 8.8  million viewers - http://www.barb.co.uk/ (week 

ending April 8 2018). 
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The “great debate” in the world of TV policy continues to centre on the role and nature of the 

major British cultural icon, the BBC. Due, in part at least to the distraction of the narrow vote 

to leave the European Union in June 2016, the review of the BBC Charter has left the licence 

fee funding intact. 4 The issues of inclusivity and diversity have, however, become rather more 

prominent in the new arrangements. 

 

The images we find on British TV in terms of roles and focus are located within the broader 

politics of identity. The ineffectiveness of policies to address inequalities of access and 

outcomes for women and a range of minorities continue to be a major feature of British political 

life. These range from the slow progress of women to recognition in the boardroom to the more 

mundane continued gender pay gap discussed below.5 The commitment to addressing such 

issues as the policing of minority ethnic Britons and their representation as protagonists of the 

justice system continue 35 years after the McPherson Report.6 These issues have also been at 

the heart of discussions about the BBC from its description in 2001 as a “hideously white” 

institution by its then Director General Greg Dyke,7 to its embarrassment in 2018 at finding its 

own pay policy favoured male presenters significantly over the female counterparts.8   

 

This chapter notes how there has been a gathering momentum in relation to the issue of gender 

in the world of TV policing. Although, as was noted in  our 2016 study, A Transnational 

Study of Law and Justice on TV, women were not absent from the world of law and justice, 

their role was limited. A new tranche of programmes in the second decade of the 21st century 

has seen over  half of the new dramas headed by women and featuring storylines which address 

such chronic social issues as violence against women.  

  

What we noted in the survey of programming in November 2014 was the dominance of the 

apprehension phase of the justice process. Although of interest to specialists in the area and 

extensive over a period of time, lawyer focused programmes on British TV were dominated by 

the courtroom histrionics of Judge Judy. By the same token there was limited coverage of 

prison series. In broad terms these observations remain true today despite the rise to 

prominence of Robert Rinder as a home-grown judicial star on British TV9 and the critical 

success of Orange is the New Black.10 Given, however, the overall lack of new material on 

law and justice on British TV it is noteworthy that prison life is a focus of the most popular 

documentaries screened in November 2017.11 

 

                                                           
4 Subject to shifting the cost of the free licence for viewers aged 75 and over from the Government to the BBC in 

2016 until 2020 - https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/the-bbc-is-worryingly-close-to-becoming-an-

arm-of-the-government-says-its-own-former-chair-10368284.html    
5 see below - https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/close-gender-pay-gap (accessed 5 April 2018) 
6 Report of the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry Cm 4262 (February 1999) available at 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/277111/4262.pdf  
7 “I think the BBC is hideously white. I think the BBC is a predominantly white organisation. The figures we have 

at the moment suggest that quite a lot of people from different ethnic backgrounds that we do attract to the BBC, 

leave. Maybe they don't feel at home, maybe they don't feel welcome.” (on BBC Radio Scotland’s The Mix -  7 

January 2001 - https://www.theguardian.com/media/2001/jan/07/uknews.theobserver1 . He resigned 3 years overt 

the unrelated matter of the BBC’s coverage of the David Kelly scandal over the Iraq War. 
8 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-42872377   
9 The first long term success of a British reality show leading to the judge’s appearance as a contestant on Strictly 

Come Dancing (Dancing with the Stars in US) in 2016 and a series on real life crime stories – Judge Rinder’s 

Crime Stories as well as the daily afternoon show, Judge Rinder.. 
10 shown in Britain through the subscription outlet Netflix 
11 Lifers: Behind Bars (Channel 4) & Violent Men: Behind Bars (Channel 4 ) – discussed below. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/the-bbc-is-worryingly-close-to-becoming-an-arm-of-the-government-says-its-own-former-chair-10368284.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/the-bbc-is-worryingly-close-to-becoming-an-arm-of-the-government-says-its-own-former-chair-10368284.html
https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/close-gender-pay-gap
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/277111/4262.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2001/jan/07/uknews.theobserver1
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-42872377
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Our observations on the difficulty of judging the impact of programmes from a simple 

examination of their frequency of appearance in a multi-channel, on-demand TV world led us 

to focus on programming of significance in this follow-up collection. Here we concentrate on 

the shows with the greatest impact in terms of ratings and viewership.  

 

There is no doubt that the crime drama Peaky Blinders fits into this category with its portrayal 

of a world in which the forces of law and order and the justice system provide, for the most 

part, a minor irritant. The series is in its 5th season in 2018 with 24 one hour episodes in the 

first 4 series.  On its return in November 2017 it drew audiences of over 4 million on BBC 2.12 

Although not “home-grown”, the selection of NCIS: New Orleans reflects another theme 

which permeated our first collection across all jurisdictions, namely the impact of American 

TV products. This programme is the tip of the forensic justice iceberg of the last decade with 

the successful showing of the full range of CIS products on British mainstream TV. Finally, 

we look at a short documentary series on prison, Behind Bars which reflects what was  one of 

the recurring elements in the world of non-fictional TV justice – the prison experience.13   

 

The study of the world of TV justice in Britain towards the year 2020 shows a high degree of 

continuity. In broad terms, the same kind of programmes are being offered. What has changed 

is who is starring in the programmes and who is producing, writing and directing them. The 

impact of women is not wholly surprising given the fact that it is 90 years since women 

achieved formal equality to vote in Britain.14 What is much less clear is what changes have 

been effected in other areas such as ethnicity and sexuality. Some areas like disability continue 

to be noticeable by their almost complete absence from the screen. 

 

One of the major goals of  our 2016 transnational study was to clarify the different ways 

television services were run in different jurisdictions highlighting the different role of the state, 

advertising and politics in the production process. We also sought to identify the focus of the 

principal kinds of programming, noting trends and developments over the years. Our studies 

revealed that the impact of American television was major in many areas whilst less 

pronounced in a few. A major shift was the portrayal and role of ethnicity and gender and a 

move away from the justice system as a white male preserve. In this volume we focus on these 

areas within the context of diversity generally. In our conclusion, we assess the context in 

which this work exists and the methodological problems and issues involved in seeking to 

assess the significance of programmes. The same questions face each of the contributors and 

we felt this was the most useful way of dealing with this matter. 

 

 

 

2. Context - British TV channels and their governance  

 

The world of television reception continues to alter at a rapid pace. There have been two quite 

distinct major developments worth noting. There continues to be an expansion in the number 

of channels available to licence holder viewers free of charge on modern television channels. 

                                                           
12 http://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/weekly-top-30/ for November 2017 – BBC2 figures. 
13 Lifers: Behind Bars (Channel 4 – 1.69m) & Violent Men: Behind Bars (Channel 4  - .88m 

http://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/weekly-top-30/ (for November 2017 (Channel 4) – 1.65 million - see also 

Life Behind Bars: Visiting Day http://www.channel4.com/programmes/life-behind-bars-visiting-hour  
14 Initially the right to vote was accorded to women aged 30 and over who satisfied a property qualification in the 

Representation of the People Act 1918. This was extended to women on the same terms as men in the 

Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act 1928.  

http://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/weekly-top-30/
http://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/weekly-top-30/
http://www.channel4.com/programmes/life-behind-bars-visiting-hour
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There are some 70 TV channels available to modern TV sets in Britain which have Freeview 

automatically available via antennae.15 There are more than 200 channels available to those 

who have the alternative satellite reception through the BBC/ITV service Freesat.16 

 

In addition, the ways of watching the programming has altered. The availability of watching 

programming via the internet using “catch up” and box sets has altered  patterns of media 

consumption. It now seems likely, , that the viewing habits of younger viewers, with their 

preference for streamed online content over linear viewing, is likely to change the way 

television is produced in the future just as the same pattern has affected CD sales with the rise 

of music streaming.17 Viewing of broadcast TV by children (four to 15 years old) and 16- to 

24-year-olds fell 33% between 2010 and 2017, and about 9% compared with 2015, according 

to Ofcom’s annual Communications Market Report published in August 2017.18 

 

Finally, what counts as law and justice material requires clarification. Our focus on 

apprehension, adjudication and disposition did mean that some tangential material was 

excluded19 such as Government agents20 and private individuals21 as being outside  the justice 

system scope.  As far as the programmes available in connection with the operation of the 

justice system, in addition to traditional new police shows,22 innovative material has come on 

stream.23 There are also shows which are closely related to the traditional apprehension model, 

centred on the direct work of the police, such as forensic science shows,24 internal police 

investigations,25  and specialist work.26 

  

The mixture of license-funded public service television alongside the private advertising model 

continues to operate in Britain. The politicians of the right who have dominated Parliament 

since 2010 continue to be against the long-term future of funding the BBC from a flat rate 

licence fee.27 In the chapter on Britain in the 2016 volume, , it was noted that one of the issues 

which was awaiting decision was the future of the BBC. This is a process which takes place 

every ten years or so. One of the principal issues in the most recent process centred around how 

the BBC should be funded. Due to the impasse in British politics at the time of writing between 

the right and left, the licence fee was left in place when the December 2016 Royal Charter and 

                                                           
15 Freeview -  https://www.freeview.co.uk/#KXCrcbzFeqqYOCaB.97  
16 Freesat - https://www.freesat.co.uk/  
17 The Guardian April 25 2018 How streaming saved the music industry G2 p 8 available at 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/apr/24/weve-got-more-money-swirling-around-how-streaming-saved-

the-music-industry  
18 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/cmr/cmr-2017  
19 by omission rather than design  e.g. Taggart (1983-2010)  
20 The Professionals (1977-1983); The Fixer (2008-2009) 
21 Lovejoy (1986-1994); Hustle (2004 – 2012) 
22 DCI Banks (2010 – 2016); Death in Paradise (2011 - ); Ripper Street (2012-2016); Law and Order UK 

(2009-2014 – police/lawyer hybrid); The Tunnel (2013;2016;2017) 
23 see below at section 4 
24 Cracker (1993 – 2006); Silent Witness (1996 - )  
25 Between the Lines (1992 – 1994); Line of Duty (2012 - ) 
26 The Knock (1994 – 2000); Special Branch (1969-1974); Dempsey and Makepeace (1985-1986)   
27The Committee on Culture Media and Sport concluded that there was no ”long term future for the licence fee in 

its current form” – cited in  A Transnational Study of Law and Justice on TV Chapter 4 at footnote 29   

https://www.freeview.co.uk/#KXCrcbzFeqqYOCaB.97
https://www.freesat.co.uk/
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/apr/24/weve-got-more-money-swirling-around-how-streaming-saved-the-music-industry
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/apr/24/weve-got-more-money-swirling-around-how-streaming-saved-the-music-industry
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/cmr/cmr-2017
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_DCI_Banks_episodes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Death_in_Paradise_episodes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Cracker_episodes
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Framework Agreement was published.28 This runs for a further decade until  December 31, 

202729 and replaces the 2006 Charter.  

 

3. Gender ethnicity and diversity in Britain   

 

Recent British social movements for change have centred around emancipation from restricted 

rights looking at three major areas – gender, ethnicity and sexuality.30 Prior to these issues 

being foregrounded, the principal area of political struggle was focused on universal male 

suffrage and the exclusion of the working classes from the franchise. The vote until 1832 was 

limited to male property owners. The initial focus in the 19th century was for universal male 

suffrage. Progress on this issue was made in the 1880s with the extension of the franchise to 

men owning or occupying property above the value of  £10.31 It was not, however, until 1918 

that the remaining 38% of the male population achieved the right to vote with the removal of 

the limit on the value of property occupied. The progress for women was even slower. Agitation 

and support for women’s suffrage was a feature of 19th century politics.  

The vote was initially restricted in 1918 to married women over the age of 30 who satisfied the 

property qualification.32  These restrictions were removed in 1928 when women voted in the 

same terms as men.33  The principle of “one person, one vote” was not achieved in Britain until 

1948.34 Removal of formal restrictions on access to education and into employment was found 

in the Sex Discrimination (Removal) Act 1919. The rationale for the different treatment of 

women was centred on their different abilities and contribution to society. Ranging from lesser 

cerebral power to greater sensitivity these arguments were encapsulated in decisions of the 

courts around the access of women to higher education. 35  

Implementation of formal equality into actuality proved rather more problematic. Companies 

and institutions continued to operate, for instance, a marriage bar until the 1950s whereby any 

single woman who married was required to forfeit her post as teacher, civil servant or bank 

employee. Men dominated the positions of power in politics, industry and the professions. Not 

only did they occupy the senior positions but they also received higher remuneration for doing 

the same work by dint simply of their gender.  

                                                           
28 BROADCASTING: Copy of Royal Charter for the Continuance of the British Broadcasting Corporation 

December 2016 Cm 9365 and BROADCASTING: An Agreement between Her Majesty’s Secretary of State 

for Culture, Media and Sport and the British Broadcasting Corporation December 2016 Cm 9366; see also 

Philip Ward’s Briefing Paper BBC Charter Renewal from December 2016 for how these documents went 

through the process of amendment and discussion - 

http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN03416/SN03416.pdf    
29 Charter op cit at para 2 (3).  
30 disability could also be included but the nature of the political pressure groups were rather different – Helen 

Bolderson Social Security, Disability and Rehabilitation: Conflicts in the Development of Social Policy 

(1991) London, Jessica Kingsley 
31 Representation of the People Act 1884 ss 2 - 6 
32 They also required to be householders, the wives of householders, occupiers of property with an annual rent of 

£5, or graduates of British universities -  
33 Representation of the People (Equal Franchise)  Act 1928. 
34 Until the Representation of the People Act 1948 there were individuals who had more than one vote. In addition 

to being able to vote where they lived, there was the business vote and 12 University seats. 
35 Jex-Blake and Others v. Senatus Academicus of the University of Edinburgh, [1873] SLR 10_549 (27 June 

1873) 

http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN03416/SN03416.pdf
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These issues were finally addressed in the Equal Pay Act 1970 and the Sex Discrimination Act 

1975. The subsequent half century has seen a slow change in practice and attitudes in relation 

to women’s equality in British society.  At the time of writing electoral representation has now 

reached 208 out of 650 Members of Parliament – 32%.36 Women’s average rate of pay still 

lags some 14% behind that of their male colleagues37 and there are only 26% of Boards of 

FTSE 100 companies with women directors.38  

Within the areas of the justice system the changes have also been slow to arrive. In the highest 

court in Britain, the Supreme Court, there are 2 female judges out of a complement of 12.39 

Women comprise 30% of the judiciary in the higher ranks and 40% in the lower ranks.40 The 

leading courtroom lawyers, Q.C.s, are 65% male. 41 Although women are now entering the 

legal profession at a higher rate than men, they have not achieved parity in the higher echelons 

as partners in law firms.42 In the police force the role of women has altered significantly. 

Women were first recruited to work in standard roles in the police in 1918.43  Until 1973 there 

was a distinction between the two arms of the service. Women’s role here was, in practice,  

limited to certain specific “female orientated” tasks such as child protection.44 They now make 

up some 28% of the total personnel and their role is not “gender specific.”45 

It was in this context that women first started to appear on the television screen in Britain. They 

were seen occasionally  in the supporting roles which they played in actual life.  In the first 

television drama centred on the career of a woman barrister, for instance, one of the principal 

themes which informs the drama is the fact that the protagonist, Harriet Peterson, is one of the 

very few women working as a lawyer in the courts.46 At the time, some 7% of practicing 

barristers were women.47  

Britain’s history consists of a series of inward movements of population from elsewhere since 

Roman times. The last hostile movement was the Norman invasion of 1066. Subsequent 

immigration generally involved those fleeing from persecution or destitution in a variety of 

different countries from the Protestant Huguenots in the 17th century to Jews fleeing the 

                                                           
36 Until 1997 the highest number of women in the chamber was 60 – since then the number has increased slowly 

– 1997 120; 2001 – 118; 2005 – 128; 2010 - 143 ; 2015 – 191. See also  

http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06652/SN 06652.pdf and 

http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN01250  
37 https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/close-gender-pay-gap (accessed 5 April 2018) 
38 https://www.cranfield.ac.uk/press/news-2016/women-on-boards-ftse-100-company-has-full-gender-balance-

for-first-time  
39 https://www.supremecourt.uk/about/biographies-of-the-justices.html  
40 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-37575212  
41 https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media-centre/research-and-statistics/statistics/queen's-counsel-

statistics/  
42file:///C:/Users/Peter%20Robson/AppData/Local/Packages/Microsoft.MicrosoftEdge_8wekyb3d8bbwe/Temp

State/Downloads/ASR-2016-executive-summary.pdf  
43 http://library.college.police.uk/docs/theses/CARTRON-Women-in-the-police-forces-in-Britain-1880-1931.pdf 
44 See the film Street Corner (1953) which exemplifies this distinction looking at the role of 3 different women 

in the early post War police force. The film was directed by pioneering director Muriel Box – her most noted work 

was probably  
45 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/women-in-policing  
46 Peter Robson (2014) Women Lawyers on TV – the British Experience Nordic Journal of Law and Social 

Research, no. 5 2014. Special Issue on Law and Art (Vol. 1)  
47 https://www.counselmagazine.co.uk/articles/women-the-bar-historical-perspective   

http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06652/SN%2006652.pdf
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN01250
https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/close-gender-pay-gap
https://www.cranfield.ac.uk/press/news-2016/women-on-boards-ftse-100-company-has-full-gender-balance-for-first-time
https://www.cranfield.ac.uk/press/news-2016/women-on-boards-ftse-100-company-has-full-gender-balance-for-first-time
https://www.supremecourt.uk/about/biographies-of-the-justices.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-37575212
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media-centre/research-and-statistics/statistics/queen's-counsel-statistics/
https://www.barstandardsboard.org.uk/media-centre/research-and-statistics/statistics/queen's-counsel-statistics/
file:///C:/Users/Peter%20Robson/AppData/Local/Packages/Microsoft.MicrosoftEdge_8wekyb3d8bbwe/TempState/Downloads/ASR-2016-executive-summary.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Peter%20Robson/AppData/Local/Packages/Microsoft.MicrosoftEdge_8wekyb3d8bbwe/TempState/Downloads/ASR-2016-executive-summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/women-in-policing
https://www.counselmagazine.co.uk/articles/women-the-bar-historical-perspective
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pogroms in Russia in the 19th century and the oppression of the Nazis in the 1930s, to Asians 

being expelled from Kenya and Uganda in 1968 and 1972 respectively.48 In addition, there 

have been major movements of population within the British Isles. The pacification of Ireland 

involved the transplanting of Scots into Ulster in the 18th century to consolidate British rule 

over Ireland and the potato famine of the 1840s produced major waves of emigration from 

Ireland. Many of those who survived and were able to leave remained in Britain.49 More 

recently, in the post War era, there has been immigration from former British colonies. The 

major difference between the post War immigration and earlier movements was skin colour. 

Whilst Irish, Italian and Polish immigrants may have suffered discrimination and ill-treatment 

on their arrival, they were able to merge into the “host” population without excessive 

difficulty.50 People of colour may have been subject to informal “colour bars” but were never 

formally excluded from employment or civil rights such as education or voting. The voter 

registration practices which occurred in the United States were never a feature of life in 

Britain.51 

In terms of numbers it is estimated that in 1945 the population of Britain was 96% white.52  

There had always been small numbers of non-white Britons in various seaports serving the 

slave trade like Cardiff, Bristol and Liverpool. The presence of increased numbers of people of 

colour? following the First World War and limited work opportunities led to early instances of 

blaming with riots in Cardiff in 1919. Later racial tensions following the end of Britain as a 

colonial power drew on white supremacist racism and xenophobia.53  These developments were 

complemented by legislation to outlaw discrimination on the grounds of race and ethnicity 

from the limited Race Relations Acts of 1965 and 1968 to the more comprehensive Race 

Relations Act 1976. 

 

Unlike women and people of colour, there was never any doubt that relations between same 

sex males was a criminal matter. Statutes had criminalised sodomy as far back as the 16th 

century55and subsequently the Offences against the Person Act 1861 criminalised” the 

abominable Crime of Buggery, committed either with Mankind or with any Animal".56  The 

offence of “gross indecency” in terms of the Criminal Law Amendment Act 1885 was more 

usually used against men in public places.  

 

Moves to decriminalise the expression of same sex love did not gain traction until the 1950s. 

The Report of the Departmental Committee on Homosexual Offences and Prostitution (better 

                                                           
48David Olusoga Black and British: A Forgotten History (2016) (Macmillan) . 
49 MacRaild, Donald M. (2010). The Irish Diaspora in Britain, 1750-1939  London, Palgrave Macmillan. 

.Liverpool and the west of Scotland have sizeable populations with Irish Catholic backgrounds with ethnic 

tensions reflected in the existence of Orange marches and football rivalry in Glasgow to the current day. 
50 James Handley (2001) The Irish in Scotland  
51 complex racially discriminatory tests were required which had to be addressed in the Voting Rights Act 1965 
52David Olusoga Black and British: A Forgotten History (op cit) – in 2001 it was 92% and by 2011 it was 87% 

- 2001 and 2011 Censuses 
53 Camilla Schofield Enoch Powell and the making of postcolonial Britain (2014,)(Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press. 
55 Buggery Act 1533 
56 Section 61 – until 1980 sex between men was illegal in Scotland. The Criminal Justice (Scotland) 

Act 1980 decriminalised homosexual acts between men over 21 and in private, in Scotland. 

Whilst sexual acts between women have never been specifically outlawed in the UK, some 

prosecutions for indecency were made in the past.  

https://bookshop.theguardian.com/black-history-of-britain.html
https://books.google.com/books?id=jygdBQAAQBAJ&pg=PA132&lpg=PA132&dq=Irish+in+Keighley&source=bl&ots=DprtcAB0yJ&sig=r9r0vIsFb06WxcxgPnngXyW99WQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi9hMHW5a7SAhWpIMAKHUeQAAQ4ChDoAQgfMAE#v=onepage&q=Irish+in+Keighley&f=false
https://bookshop.theguardian.com/black-history-of-britain.html
http://www.cambridge.org/gb/academic/subjects/history/twentieth-century-british-history/enoch-powell-and-making-postcolonial-britain
http://www.cambridge.org/gb/academic/subjects/history/twentieth-century-british-history/enoch-powell-and-making-postcolonial-britain
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known as the Wolfenden report, after Lord Wolfenden, the chairman of the committee) was 

published in Britain on  September 4, 1957. It recommended that private moral decisions for 

activities in private be a matter for individual choice. It did not result in a change of the law for 

a decade when the 1967 Sexual Offences Act for England and Wales removed the taint of 

criminality from activities between men of 21 or older in private. 57  

Disability was late to receive standard legislative protection from discrimination in Britain 

through the Disability Discrimination Act 1995.58 Other issues were even later. The chronology 

of coverage is itself an interesting guide to the social pressures being exerted from race to 

gender to disability. The whole question of equal treatment  is now found in Britain bin the 

Equality Act 2010 and its “ protected characteristics” of discrimination,  which  extends the 

issues covered considerably.59 It is in this context of a white patriarchal homophobic society 

that the justice system operates and is  in the post-World War II period represented on 

television. 

 

4. TV Series post 2010 –  

 

New TV programmes in the second decade of the 21st century exhibit the same kind of general 

focus as was found in the survey of the post War television age in the 2016 volume.60 The 

apprehension and law enforcement aspects of the justice system continue to attract programme 

makers. No less than fifteen new series have started in this decade and all of them have 

appeared for more than one season. In addition, there have been a number of mini-series on 

law enforcement.  Most have followed the traditional male detective centred format.  One 

Victorian set series has three male main protagonists,61 but another show has  a team which 

includes a supporting female in the “Dr Watson/Lewis” role.62  

  

A number of striking things occur when assessing the new series of this decade. In the first 

place the changing role of women is marked both directly and indirectly. Four of the new series 

are headed up by a woman or women. Two contain women with important secondary roles. 

                                                           
57 This change of attitude did not affect policing of “cottaging” (sexual activity in a public lavatory) which 

continued to be pursued under the Sexual Offences Act 2003. It was not  until 1980 that sex between men 

was made illegal in Scotland. The Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 1980 decriminalised 

homosexual acts between men over 21 and in private, north of the border. Whilst sexual acts 

between women have never been specifically outlawed in the UK, some prosecutions for 

indecency were made in the past.  
58 Although it is should be noted that the Disabled Persons (Employment) Act 1944 provided an early version of 

positive action with its requirement on larger employers to employ 3% or more of their workforce from a register 

of those with disabilities. This was not a success in practice embodying inter alia the demeaning process of signing 

on the register. For an overview see Patricia Thornton and Neil Lunt Employment for Disabled People social 

obligation or individual responsibility?  (1994) available at 

https://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/pdf/obligation.pdf)   
59 The “protected characteristics” are  age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, 

pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, sexual orientation. Race incorporates colour, nationality 

and racial or ethnic origins.  
60 Robson in Robson and Schulz (2016) at pp 42 - 46 
61 Ripper Street (2012-2016) – DI Edmund Reid, DI Bennet Drake and Police Surgeon Captain Homer Jackson. 

The female roles are the brothel owner “Long” Susan Hart and prostitute Rose Erskine 
62 DCI Banks (2010 – 2016) DCI Alan Banks and DS Annie Cabot/DI Helen Morton; Death in Paradise (2011 

- ) DI Richard Poole and Camille Bordey; DI Humphrey Goodman and Camille Bordey; DI Jack Mooney and 

Florence Cassel; Shetland (2013 - ) Inspector Jimmy Perez and Detective Sergeant Alison "Tosh" Macintosh 

https://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/pdf/obligation.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_DCI_Banks_episodes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Death_in_Paradise_episodes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Death_in_Paradise_episodes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Detective_sergeant
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The remaining two series are set over 50 years ago and provide a fascinating perspective on 

the emerging role of women in the justice system.  I will look at these in a little more detail. 

 

Vera(2011 - ),64 like many other British police dramas is based on a long-running fictional 

character.65 Set largely in England’s rural northeast area of Northumberland, the TV series 

follow the books of Ann Cleeves quite closely. They have a traditional structure with each of 

the 2 hour episodes  solving  a single murder. The team is led by Detective Chief Inspector 

Vera Stanhope, a middle aged women who drives around in an old Land Rover Defender clad 

in a long green weatherproof coat and the kind of hat worn by fishermen against the elements. 

Vera eschews glamour in her appearance and lifestyle. She treats her colleagues with respect 

but is a hard "taskmaster." In 2017 the programme returned for a 7th season.  The TV 

adaptations were written by a variety of men and women.    

 

Rather more novel and innovative are two police procedurals Scott and Bailey (2011-  )66 and 

WPC 56 (2013 – 15).67 The former is written by Sally Wainwright, a writer with an impressive 

track record of TV writing.68 Scott and Bailey is centred on a murder squad in Manchester and 

on the work of the Major Incident Team of the Manchester Metropolitan Police Service, and 

in particular on the eponymous Janet Scott and Rachel Bailey. Over five seasons we observe 

their professional development and their personal lives and how these interact. They are 

conscientious and hardworking  and kept on their toes by a Stakhanovite boss, Detective Chief 

Inspector Gill Murray. Their work is centred on murder, rape and other serious matters.  The 

rather shorter-lived WPC 56 focused on the struggles of a young woman police constable in 

the Midlands in 1950s Britain.69 The series ran  for three seasons of five episodes and was 

shown in the afternoons at 2.15 p.m. on BBC 1.  Each season centred on an individual case and 

the restricted role of women in the macho male world in which WPC Gina Dawson worked. 

Apart from the belittling of her potential she is also sexually molested by one of her superiors.70  

 

Two of the other programmes from this decade are also set in the past. Grantchester (2014 - 

)71 features a crime-solving clergyman from Cambridge, Sidney Chambers, who is friendly 

with a police detective from the northeast of England, Chief Inspector Geordie Keating. 

Together they investigate and solve a range of crimes in 1950s Cambridge. The series is based 

on the books of the son of a former Archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Runcie, James Runcie.72 

Both of the principal protagonists served in the Second World War and the series shows them 

both readjusting to the constraints of immediate post War Britain. The change in the attitudes 

to love outside of marriage as well as the taboo of same sex relationships provide the 

background to the murders and other crimes with which the pair grapple.  The only female 

presence is the stern but warm-hearted housekeeper, Mrs Maguire.  

                                                           
64 http://www.tv.com/shows/vera/episodes/  
65 The Crow Trap (1999); Telling Tales (2005); Hidden Depths (2007); Silent Voices (2010); The Glass Room 

(2012); Harbour Street (2014); The Moth Catcher (2015); The Seagull (2017). 
66 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1843678/  
67  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2678354/ 

68 including Unforgiven (2009) and Last Tango in Halifax (2012 – 16) 
69 https://www.bbc.co.uk-wpc 56 
70 The daughter of a seasoned police officer, WPC Annie Taylor replaces Dawson in series 3. 
71 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt3747572/  
72Sidney Chambers and the Shadow of Death (2012)Sidney Chambers and The Perils of the Night (2013); Sidney 

Chambers and The Problem of Evil (2014); Sidney Chambers and The Forgiveness of Sins (2015); Sidney 

Chambers and The Dangers of Temptation (2016); Sidney Chambers and the Persistence of Love (2017) 

 

http://www.tv.com/shows/vera/episodes/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1843678/
https://www.bbc.co.uk-wpc/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt3747572/
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By contrast, the prequel to the long-running detective series Morse (1987 - 1993), Endeavour 

(2012)73 is set in the 1960s. We see the young Endeavour Morse a raw Detective Constable 

working in the male world of Oxford policing. The maleness of this world comes into focus in 

the five seasons of the series 74 with the appearance of WPC Shirley Trewlove. Her brightness 

and enthusiasm are in sharp contrast to the rather more plodding approach of her male 

colleagues. Recognition of her ability by the hierarchy is not, however, evident.  

 

There is a shift away from the murder focus of these rather more glamorous shows in the day-

to-day grind of small town policing in Happy Valley (2014 - ) This show also comes from the 

pen of Sally Wainwright and covers the daily work of a police sergeant, Catherine Cawood, 

with a mildly problematic family.76 A rather different tone is found in No Offence (2015 - ). 77 

Set in the northern powerhouse city of Manchester this is written by esteemed gritty writer Paul 

Abbott. Abbott’s previous highly successful series have covered the lives of both ordinary 

working people 78 and those of the “underclass”. 79 The main protagonist Detective Inspector 

Viv Deering is a driven leader of her diverse force. This deals with serious issues as with the 

other writings and productions associated with Paul Abbott, but the fun of life and gallows 

humour predominate as Deering’s motley crew are faced with the grisly end of policing. 80 

 

This change from male lead role dominance looks set to continue. In 2016 Anna Friel played 

London Detective Sergeant Marcella Backland in the ITV drama Marcella (2016- ),81 returning 

to work to investigate an unsolved murder in season 1 and investigating a serial killer in season 

2. In addition, although it appeared after the period of collecting the empirical data on the kinds 

of law and justice programmes being broadcast in Britain, Collateral (2018 - ) 82 is worth 

noting for maintaining the higher profile of woman as protagonists in law and justice 

programming. It has an unconventional woman in the leading role as a detective in charge of 

examining a convoluted murder with security and political implications. Its writer, David 

Hare’s earlier theatrical work includes highly critical examinations of the Establishment 

ranging from the legal world 83  to the political 84  to as well as looking at the impact on society 

of gender inequality.85  

 

Along with flagging  the changing role of women in the second decade of the 21st century, 

                                                           
73 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2701582/  
74 A 6th series has been commissioned for filming in 2019 set in 1969  - 

http://www.whatsontv.co.uk/news/endeavour-return-sixth-series-itv-522089/ - with viewing figures of almost 7 

million viewers for series 5 this seem likely 
76 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt3428912/  
77 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt3428912/  
78 Clocking Off (2000-2003) – 4 seasons 
79 Shameless (2004 – 2013) – 11 seasons – a US version of the same title was set in south side Chicago running 

from 2011 for 8 seasons and running at the time of writing in 2018. 
80 For completeness a single season of 8 episodes of a police procedural set in a southern seaside town entitled 

Cuffs ran on BBC 1 in 2015 with a diverse cast – https://www.bbc.co.uk-cuffs and in 2018 a  four part miniseries 

Kiri featured a female social worker dealing with abduction and murder of a young black girl due to be adopted 

by a white foster family – https://www.imdb.com.kiri  
81 https://www.imdb.com.marcella  
82 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt6729080/  
83 Murmuring Judges (1991) 
84 The Absence of War (1993) 
85 Plenty (1978) – which was adapted for the screen in 1985 starring Meryl Streep and Sir John Gielgud 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2701582/
http://www.whatsontv.co.uk/news/endeavour-return-sixth-series-itv-522089/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt3428912/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt3428912/
https://www.bbc.co.uk-cuffs/
https://www.imdb.com.kiri/
https://www.imdb.com.marcella/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt6729080/
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 there have been a few signs in the law and justice fictional series of the more diverse population 

now found in Britain. Two series have a non-white male protagonist. In Luther (2010 – ) 

Detective Chief Inspector John Luther is dedicated, ruthless and obsessive. This makes his 

personal and professional life far from straightforward. The role confirmed the black actor Idris 

Elba as someone in great demand for major big screen roles in Hollywood,86 in addition to his 

role in the sixth season of the TV series..  The impact of Luther’s own ethnicity and his cross-

cultural marriage is not a major element in the series.87 In New Blood a two-man team of 

children of immigrants feature.88 Two junior investigators find themselves working together in 

modern cosmopolitan London. Stefan Kowolski is from a Polish background and is able to use 

his Polish language skills to communicate with exploited Polish workers. His Asian-British 

colleague, Arrash Sayyad, is  Muslim. 89 

 

It is rather in the historical series that we find racism and intolerance centred on skin tone. In 

1955 Grantchester, the background to one investigation into the death of a visiting cricketer 

is the racism which is displayed against a Pakistani cricketer.  Ten years later in the 1960s, the 

series Endeavour also recognises the presence of other ethnicities in the romance which the 

eponymous  hero has with one of the other  occupants of his Oxford base. The rarity of black 

faces and of mixed race relationships is highlighted in the relationship between Endeavour and 

Jamaican Nurse Monica Hicks. After nursing him in season 2 in 1966 following his being shot 

on duty, they start a relationship. By the end of season 2 the relationship has petered out as he 

tries to protect her from the kind of characters with whom his police work means he must come 

in to contact. When we advance a year into 1967 in season 3, Endeavour moves to a different 

house and we see Monica no more.90 Another take on diversity can be seen in the Welsh 

language series Y Gwyll (The Dusk) 2013 – 2016). 91 Initially broadcast on S4C, the Welsh 

language channel, it migrated to  an English language version, Hinterland, in 2014  on BBC4. 

The series follows the work of DCI Tom Mathias as he tracks down murderers in the unlikely 

setting of rural Wales assisted by DI Mared Rhys. It was part of the commitment to showing 

more Welsh language life and culture on mainstream TV. 

 

Grantchester, with its setting in the criminalised world of the pre-liberation 1950s, highlights 

the need for gay men to supress their sexuality to conform to the moral and legal standards of 

the day. The curate at Sidney Chambers’ church, Leonard Finch, agonises over his sexuality 

and faith throughout season 2, finding himself attracted to a gay photographer. In season 3 he 

is pressured by a new archdeacon into retreating into the closet and eventually marrying a 

woman. The relationship is far from successful and Leonard attempts suicide.92 He does, 

however, come out in the final episode of season 3 where both he and Sidney (who has been in 

breach of the Church of England’s perspective on extra-marital relationships) put their hearts 

and feelings before strict adherence to the “old morality.” 

 

                                                           
86 Including playing Nelson Mandela in Mandela: Long Walk to Freedom, (2013) and inter alia roles in  

Prometheus (2012),  Pacific Rim (2013),  No Good Deed (2014),  Avengers: Age of Ultron, (2015), The Dark 

Tower (2017) and Molly’s Game (2017) 
87 in contrast to the portrayal of the issues over 40 years ago in Black Silk (1985) with Rudolph Walker as Larry 

Scott and Kika Markham as his partner Julie Smythe 
88 https://www.bbc.co-new blood   
89 The series is written by the creator of the wartime set detective series, Foyle’s War and the boss of Stefan is a 

woman. 
90 Writer Russell Davies had originally intended their affair to unravel more slowly but decided that the story had 

been told and other matters were more pressing - http://dmbarcroft.com/tag/nurse-monica-hicks/  
91 https://www.imdb.com.hinterland  
92 Season 3 Episode 4 (shown May 2017) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_Good_Deed_(2014_film)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avengers:_Age_of_Ultron
https://www.bbc.co-new/
http://dmbarcroft.com/tag/nurse-monica-hicks/
https://www.imdb.com.hinterland/
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There does not appear to be very extensive coverage of issues of disability either in TV 

storylines or in characters. The exception to disability invisibility is in Vera.  One of the 

backroom staff with an expertise in computers is a wheelchair user. The actor, Lisa Hammond, 

has a restricted growth condition and is 4’ 1” (1.24 metres). She played the part of Intelligence 

Officer Helen Milton from April 2015 through seasons 5 and 6, and left the series  at the end 

of season 7 in 2017.93 She was often a key figure in the narrative providing links to the suspects. 

    

 

 

 

4. Significant programmes in November 2017  

 

For this collection, as for A Transnational Study of Law and Justice on TV, we undertook 

an overview of the programming on law and justice during our chosen month – November 

2017. . The programming in November 2014, the month of analysis in the previous collection, 

and November 2017 was remarkably similar. There has not been a dramatic shift in terms of 

the hours devoted to lawyer, police and prison material. The same dominance of police and a 

focus on the apprehension phase of justice continues. The only major change in British TV has 

been the amount of hours devoted to law and justice on the small screen. This has increased by 

dint of the proliferation of free to air channels noted earlier. 

As indicated we are here concerned to evaluate more closely the nature of the programmes with 

the greatest impact in terms of audience. We have chosen to examine in detail the three most 

popular series looking at law and justice shown during this period. Our particular concern is to 

pick up the threads of the findings of our 2016 study in relation to ethnicity, gender and 

diversity.  I have determined this by looking at the audience reach of the programmes based on 

the British Audience Research Bureau statistics.94 

As  I have noted, the second decade of the 21st century has seen a number of clear trends in 

British television – the continued popularity of British series on crime, an affection for slick 

forensic American imports, and a steady stream of documentaries. To these it would be fair to 

add a new breed of low key dramas capitalising on the popularity of dour Scandinavian crime 

fiction. In November 2017, however, there was no “Scandi noir” available on free to air TV.95   

The three most watched series shown in November 2017 which seem to represent important 

threads running through the representation of law and justice are the successful long-running 

gangster series Peaky Blinders, the imported American forensic science series NCIS New 

                                                           
93 She also had a role in the top rated daily soap EastEnders playing feisty market trader Donna Yates. She 

occupied this role from 2014 to 2018.  
94 There are alternative ways of gauging the significance or popularity of programmes. There are, for instance, 

popularity polls run on the Internet. Apart from the question of how these are compiled they do tend to be quite 

specific. One of these in the area of law and justice which confirms our finding that television programmes in the 

21st century almost never die, limits itself to the best British detective series. It operates as a guide for American 

viewers keen to know how British people rate their own products. It ranges across private as well as police 

detectives over the years but its focus is narrower than the whole law and justice field 

https://www.ranker.com/list/best-british-detective-series/ranker-tv - aimed at the American viewers and 

featuring” all-time top British mystery series”, the most highly rated British show is the modern afternoon “filler” 

Father Brown (2013 - ) 
95 November did see the start of a Scandinavian drama, Acquitted – only 1 episode of this, however, was shown 

on standard TV and the rest of the season was available on All4 – this is a streaming service offered by Channel 

4 for their back catalogue.  

https://www.ranker.com/list/best-british-detective-series/ranker-tv
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Orleans and a two-part documentary on life in prison, Lifers behind Bars and Violent Men: 

Behind Bars. 96l 

Peaky Blinders has been a commercial and critical success since it debuted on BBC2 in Britain 

in 2013. Four seasons  had been shown by the end of 2017 and a fifth has been commissioned 

for transmission in 2019. It is set in the 1920s in the second largest city in England, 

Birmingham. Although centred on a criminal gang and its interactions, the justice system is a 

crucial element in the set-up. Its sporadic appearance in a series about the struggles of a major 

criminal gang internally and with other denizens of crime demonstrate the limited role of law 

and legality in this world as well as its potential to disrupt.  This British television action crime 

drama follows the activities of the Shelby crime family. The major roles are taken by actors 

with track records in film and TV. Cillian Murphy plays Thomas (Tommy) Shelby, the gang's 

leader, and Sam Neill as Chester Campbell is a commissioned detective whose task is to 

suppress the gang. Helen McCrory plays the unusual matriarchal figure of Aunt Polly Gray. 

The title derives from the name of a 19th century urban youth gang who were active in the city 

until the 1890s. They sewed razor blades into their caps in order to have handy but easily 

portable hidden weapons available at all times in an era of permanent headgear use.  

The series has political resonances along with racial elements and gender politics made quite 

explicit throughout the series. The gang of Tommy Shelby established in its opening season 

their control of the major manufacturing centre in England.97 Their activities centre on 

gambling and gun running from Ireland. There are also various internecine clashes with rivals. 

The police seek to infiltrate the organisation as part of the broader struggle against the IRA. 

The Irish War of Independence between 1919 and 1921 is the initial backdrop. Two years on 

and the cat and mouse game with the police, with the background of the authorities’ struggle 

against the IRA, continues in season 2 as the Shelby gang seek to expand their activities to 

London and the greater opportunities in the gambling world there. The symbiotic relationship 

with the police and the role of the IRA is complicated by a mutual love interest between the 

principal gangster protagonist, Tommy Shelby, and the leading police officer Inspector 

Campbell. By the third season we have reached 1924 and the gang attempts to expand 

internationally, providing weapons for the Russian civil war.  The  series appears to be in 

danger of “jumping the shark” with a train bombing and a tunnel into the Russian Embassy.98 

There is an emerging battle with the Sicilian Mafia too. At the end of the third season, four of 

the family are arrested and convicted and find themselves facing the death penalty by hanging. 

The fourth series opens in 1925 with the reprieve of the Shelby family members as Tommy 

Shelby has damaging information which allows him to force the Home Secretary into granting 

a reprieve. There is continuing bloody conflict with the Sicilian Mafia and problems emerge 

with the gang’s legitimate front, their factory manufacturing motor vehicles, the Lanchester 

Motor Company, and various other companies. This is a violent and dangerous world 

dominated by violent and dangerous men.  

                                                           
96 Lifers: Behind Bars (Channel 4 – 1.69m) & Violent Men: Behind Bars (Channel 4  - .88m 

http://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/weekly-top-30/ (for November 2017 (Channel 4) – 1.65 million 
97 and at the time, 1919, in terms of population the “second city of the Empire”. 
98 that moment when good TV goes bad – derived from the incident in Happy Days when the Fonz did just that. 

Although it does not appear to have registered with The Guardian’s weekly assessment 

https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/series/jump-the-shark?page=4  

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Television_drama
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Action_film
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crime_drama
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crime_drama
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cillian_Murphy
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sam_Neill
http://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/weekly-top-30/
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/series/jump-the-shark?page=4
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What is also of major interest is the role of women in the post-World War I era. Although the 

gang is led by Tommy Shelby, the roles played by the women in the  family are  central 

throughout the series. They change, however, depending on the challenges facing  the gang. In 

series 3 we saw the women characters walking out and joining a strike of women workers. This 

is an issue which we find in the second episode of season 4 in November 2017 with the 

confrontation between Tommy Shelby and Jessie Eden.99 Although the Great War has allowed 

Jessie to become a leader in the powerful Trade Union movement, her role is seen by some as 

temporary. She is urged not to worry that she is still Miss Eden. Her status in the workforce is 

transient. “Be patient. A good man will come,” Tommy Shelby’s assistant tells her. 

In the episodes shown in November 2017, though, we also see the role of the matriarch, Aunt 

Polly, in decline in the fourth series with her reliance on drink and painkillers,   revive to 

validate her son’s demise by maintaining her major role in the day-to-day strategy and running 

of  the “business.” 

Racial issues are covered discreetly for the most part. There are non-white faces from the War 

years and the implied acceptance of those who have fought.  The Shelbys’ own background is 

a Romany  heritage. There is major focus on the conflict between the Shelby gang and the 

Jewish gang of Alfie Solomons and the Sicilian gang of Luca Changretta deriving not from any 

notions of inferiority or racial hierarchy but simply from business rivalry.100 Non-white figures 

within the gang are treated no differently from anyone else, likely due to their  shared 

background of fighting against injustice for little reward in post Great War Britain. 

This light on issues of diversity is something which Stephen Knight, the creator and writer of 

the series, was keen to emphasise. At times the modern resonances are a little questionable. 

When confronting Tommy Shelby about the wages of the women workers in his factories the 

discussions adopt the language of the tests developed in the litigation around the Equal Pay 

Act 1970. One way in which the equal pay legislation was avoided was by ensuring men’s work 

and women’s work was quite distinct, avoiding any need for equality. There were thus no 

comparators.  So, in the 1980s  the alternative test of “equal pay for work of equal value” was 

established.  We find Jessie Eden addressing this issue some fifty years before it emerged as 

an issue in a negotiation with Tommy Shelby, noting the absence of comparators in the tasks 

undertaken by the woman. A prescient if improbable light on an ongoing issue in the continuing 

fight for equal recognition of women’s work today.   

NCIS: New Orleans is set in contemporary America with a very different tone. It is one of the 

two offshoots of the original NCIS series. The fictional Naval Criminal Investigative Service 

investigates crimes involving the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps. The concept and characters 

were initially introduced in the CBS series JAG and came to air in the USA on September 23, 

2003, on CBS. The first spin-off was NCIS: Los Angeles.  

                                                           
99 the character was based on an activist of the time, Jessie Eden who played a major role in the General Strike of 

1926 and a major strike in 1931 and the show’s creator and writer Stephen Knight was keen to foreground 

extraordinary women - https://www.telegraph.co.uk/tv/2016/05/26/peaky-blinders-tommy-shelby-is-at-deaths-

door-plus-8-other-thing/ and https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2017/oct/29/peaky-blinders-jessie-eden-

communist-activist-general-strike  
100 there is an exception to this inter-ethnic acceptance in season 2 episode 4 where a friend of a gang member 

gets involved in  fight due to the colour of his skin  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Marine_Corps
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CBS
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/JAG_(TV_series)
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/tv/2016/05/26/peaky-blinders-tommy-shelby-is-at-deaths-door-plus-8-other-thing/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/tv/2016/05/26/peaky-blinders-tommy-shelby-is-at-deaths-door-plus-8-other-thing/
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2017/oct/29/peaky-blinders-jessie-eden-communist-activist-general-strike
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2017/oct/29/peaky-blinders-jessie-eden-communist-activist-general-strike
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The third season of NCIS: New Orleans received its UK premiere on Channel 5 on Saturday 

November 4, 2017 at 10 pm with a double-bill.101 The show is set in the NCIS New Orleans 

field office, which handles cases from Pensacola through Mississippi and Louisiana to the 

Texas panhandle. The drama is produced by CBS Television Studios and its stars have 

established track records in previous American TV series. 102 During the month of our study 

the issue which was dealt with was principally murder103 but the team also dealt with 

kidnapping104 and a plane crash105. This focus was found across the remaining 16 episodes of 

the series shown over the period of December 2017 and January 2018.106 

 

The diversity issues we are focusing on emerge on this series obliquely. The workforce is an 

interesting mix of ethnic backgrounds and  equal prominence is given to all six major characters 

across the series.. There is  the white middle-aged male boss, Dwayne Pride alongside senior 

black female Coroner, Dr Loretta Wade. They are assisted by a young “will they or won’t they” 

couple Sonja Percy and Christopher LaSalle. He is a deep South white country boy, she a hip 

urban African American. The other two men are both technical rather than operational. One is 

a socially awkward white geek with scientific expertise, Sebastien Lund, and the other a 

wheelchair using African American computer wizard, Patton Plame.  The cosmopolitan nature 

of New Orleans means the cast of the show is varied. The perpetrators also reflect a society 

which is mixed with the principally male lawbreakers seeming to come from all sectors of 

society. Victims too were random. What we do not find in this series initially is any attention 

paid to the crimes of the powerful.  This is addressed by the arrival on secondment to the team 

of an ex FBI agent, Tammy Gregorio. Her big “secret,” other than her bisexuality, is that she 

was married to the man who embezzled $80 million from the relief funds for Hurricane Katrina. 

With most  diversity bases covered, each episode neatly concludes with the team overcoming 

the various threats to life and security in New Orleans. It is refreshingly simplistic and old style 

in its narrative arcs along with the novel background of a constant threat from local politicians 

and the FBI in the affairs of the local NCIS. 

 

A far different world of white males is encountered in the documentary series which drew the 

next highest audience, Lifers Behind Bars and  Violent Men: Behind Bars.107 These 

programmes comprised a two part documentary series, shown at prime time on Channel 4 that 

went behind the bars of prisons in the UK to interview men serving long sentences for violent 

crimes.108 The style adopted is a mixture of fly-on-the-wall filming, interviews with prisoners, 

relatives and staff, plus some background information from the narrator. Some of the inmates 

had spent more than half of their lives in prison and talked about their struggles  with drugs 

                                                           
101 Thereafter times varied - it was shown on November 11 in a double 2 hour primetime slot with episodes at 

7.50 p.m. and 8.45 p.m. and on November 18 and 25 at 10.25 p.m. and 11.20 p.m. Repeats were on weekday 

afternoons on Mondays and Tuesdays. 
102 Scott Bakula (Star Trek: Enterprise), CCH Pounder (Warehouse 13), Lucas Black (Fast & Furious), Vanessa 

Ferlito (CSI: NY), Rob Kerkovich (Chasing Life), Daryl Mitchell (Galaxy Quest) and Shalita Grant (Mercy 

Street). 
103 Episode 1 Aftershocks (shown 4 November) – a sniper targeting special events; Episode 2 Suspicious Minds 

(shown 4 November ); Episode 3 Man on Fire (shown 11 November); Episode 4 Escape Plan (shown 11 

November); Episode 6 One Good Man (shown 18 November); Episode 7 Outlaws (shown 25 November); Episode 

8 Music to my Ears (shown 25 November) 
104 Episode 4 Escape Plan (shown 11 November) 
105 Episode 5 Course Correction (shown 18 November) 
106 The 3rd season aired some six months earlier in the United States. 
107 Thursday 15 and 22 November 2017, Channel 4 
108 The documentary Raped was also shown in the month of the study but as noted above it achieved lower ratings 

than Behind Bars - http://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/weekly-top-30/ for November 2017 – Channel 5 

http://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/weekly-top-30/
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and other inmates who commit violent crimes inside since they have nothing to lose. The prison 

in the film is HMP Shotts, a modern facility located between Edinburgh and Glasgow. This is 

a world of men. The inmates we see are white and working class. The focus on this world gives 

us no information about the size of the prison population in Scotland and what proportion of it 

these men represent. Although filmed in Shotts Prison, we gain little insight into  context. For 

example, it is mentioned that many of the prisoners have mental health issues but this is not 

quantified. Without wishing to require documentaries to be the equivalent of lectures on 

criminology or penology, they do leave the viewer  in the dark. What the difference between 

the Shotts prison and its population and that of Low Moss High Security Prison in Glasgow is 

never clear. (Low Moss featured in a rather less sensational documentary in July 2017 dealing 

with the visiting hour allowed to prisoners.)109 In Low Moss we saw a mixture of prisoners 

with convictions ranging from murder and drug trafficking to anti-social behaviour amounting 

to breach of the peace. There is in these programmes a slightly wider range of social class 

encountered. 

 

 

5. Conclusion   

 

What this 2017 research  and our 2016 publication have sought to do is provide a much clearer 

benchmark as to what is happening in the portrayal of law and justice on the small screen. Both 

studies revealed a high level of focus on the policing function. The coverage is principally 

focused on entertainment in both the fictional and documentary spheres. Even when we look 

in greater depth at the most popular programmes which feature law and justice issues, we 

struggle to find any context. It may be that writers like Macaulay110 and Sherwin111 are still 

right in their suggestion that television is where we go  for our information on law and justice, 

but it continues to be the case that the information available is extremely limited. It would be 

naïve to imagine that programme makers are engaged in providing courses in civil society, but 

our studies confirm that what is available is highly random. There is a major difference between 

the kinds of crimes which occupy the majority of police and court time in real life and that 

shown on television.  

The programmes which proved most popular covering the realm of law and justice provide an 

interesting window into the issues of ethnicity, gender and diversity. They show the changes 

which have occurred in the formal and informal treatment in British society of women and the 

way their role has altered over the years. The law itself is hardly adverted to but the changing 

role of women and their dependent status can be seen in the three most watched programmes. 

In Peaky Blinders this contrast is enabled by the historical context. Set at the culmination of 

the “first wave” of feminism with its focus on voting rights we see the limited nature of change 

in the world of work and within the family.  The changes to come are hinted at with the 

patronising language of Tommy Shelby in his encounters with a self-confident woman. Peaky 

                                                           
109 http://www.channel4.com/programmes/life-behind-bars-visiting-hour  
110 Macaulay, Stewart (1987) Images of Law in Everyday Life: The Lessons of School, Entertainment and Spectator 

Sports 21 Law and Society Rev 185  

111 Sherwin, Richard (2000)  When Law Goes Pop: The Vanishing Line Between Law and Popular Culture, (University 

of Chicago Press, Chicago);  

http://www.channel4.com/programmes/life-behind-bars-visiting-hour
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Blinders  is the 1920s seen from the vantage point of the present day. The same can be said of 

ethnic conflicts. Here again the language and the interactions bear little relation to the terms 

used in the fiction of the time and day-to-day racial exclusion and anti-semitism in social life.112  

Although NCIS: New Orleans is clearly involved in a very different culture in respect of 

ethnicity and the aftermath of extensive use of slavery, there are interesting parallels in the 

portrayal of a developing multi-ethnic populace as well as in the law and justice workforce. 

The increasingly equal role of women is foregrounded in both NCIS:  New Orleans and Peaky 

Blinders.   What both Peaky Blinders and  Behind Bars also emphasise is the contrast between 

women in the world of work in the 21st century and the cultural forces inhibiting this and the 

largely male world of crime. If we are to look to the television for a vision of how the world 

works then these programmes provide, perhaps, a surprisingly useful illustration of many of 

the issues around ethnicity, gender and diversity. Which is not to say that those looking for 

such elements as sexuality and transgender issues will find much here. These matters are 

covered in 21st century television but they  are not encountered in the most watched law and 

justice shows in Britain. The availability though of a myriad of channels does mean that there 

is now some space for diversity.       

                                                           
112 Olusoga 2016 op cit; Lebzelter GC ( 1978)  Political Anti-Semitism in England 1918-1939 by Gisela C. Lebzelter  

(London, Macmillan)  




