
243Politics behind the Gavel, Obviously, but What’s under the Gown? ﻿

Seriously. In every single one of Law and Order’s1 forty-seven spin-offs, rip-offs, and com-
petitors, every third episode has a plot about someone with wealth or political power thwart-
ing, warping, or driving the personally motivated application of the law. The Practice,2 Boston 
Legal,3 and all the other law firm shows are even worse, with story lines about twisting the 
law to the point of breaking it in the sometimes pathological pursuit of victory in court.* This 
was not always the case. In the old days, the law was the law, and television shows featured 
Joe Friday and Bill Gannon4 methodically uncovering “just the facts, ma’am,” or Perry 
Mason5 finding the truth and winning the case at the very last second. Even when L.A. Law6 
added a bit of soap opera scandal to the 1980s law drama, the less than ideal parts centered 
on whom Arnie was sleeping with or fights within the firm. The law itself was always this ideal, 
abstract, absolute virtue, and it was always about the truth and righteous justice.

In the past couple of decades, not only did television fiction about the law change but 
TV also thrust a number of troubling public events into our living rooms that eroded peo-
ple’s idealism about the relationship between law and politics:

•• 	 Rodney King video and trial (1991–1992): LAPD officers were caught on videotape 
savagely beating Rodney King, an African American man, with their nightsticks, but 
they were acquitted by a jury after the state court trial was moved out of Los Angeles 
to a suburban venue. The officers were later found guilty of the filmed beating when 
a federal trial was conducted in an urban location.

* With the end of Boston Legal, the world officially entered a legal-drama drought, and we have never really recovered. There have 
been a few attempts, such as Fairly Legal, Franklin & Bash, and Suits but if The Good Wife is as close as we’re going to get to the 
courtroom battles of the good old days, it looks to be a long dry spell.

ON A VOGON SHIP
Someone may threaten you with poetry unless you can ...

•• Describe how law is used in politics.

•• Identify three key functions of the court system and why they’re important.

•• Describe the role of trial and appellate courts, which is good to know anyway in the event you find yourself 

in one.

•• Identify different types of legal systems because it’s always handy to know what laws you’re breaking 

following.

•• Understand the various philosophies of jurisprudence so you pass this class.

•• Distinguish between some different types of law.

•• Explain the purpose of constitutional review.
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