ENGLISH ADVANCED: MODULE C

Representation and meaning work in a symbiotic relationship, where the meaning of a text is
borne out of its representation (‘The Justice Game’ and ‘The West Wing’)

Representation and meaning work in a symbiotic relationship, where the meaning of a text is borne
out of its representation. This may result in multiple interpretations of texts, further accentuated with
controversial issues such as capital punishment. This is evident in Geoffrey Robertson’s legal
essays The Justice Game and Aaron Sorkin’s television episode Take This Sabbath Day of The
West Wing.

In Michael X on Death Row, Geoffrey Robertson appeals the case of Michael de Freitas, a
convicted murderer awaiting execution “by way of human sacrifice.” Although Robertson never
questions the guilt of his clients, what he does question is the morality and social efficacy of the
death penalty. Robertson represents the ill-treatment of criminals on death row by describing his
visit to Michael in prison akin to how “one might be taken by a zoo-keeper to see the rarest
specimen in a monkey-house.” This animal imagery conjures sympathy within the reader by
exemplifying how the death penalty dehumanises the individual in its punishment, comparing them
to animals and their confines to a zoo. He develops this sympathetic tone further by asserting that
Michael “was not the same man who with angry calculation had killed another,” four years earlier.
Instead, he emphasises how Michael was transformed into a “solemn, vulnerable” individual, a
change the death penalty fails to recognise. Hence, Robertson convinces the reader through
emotive and subjective language that capital punishment is imperfect, and directs them towards
agreeing with his view that it “brutalises all involved, including the state and its high officials.”

This injustice of the legal system is further conveyed in Robertson’'s The Prisoner of Venda.
Robertson presents the absurdity of Venda — “a sick joke perpetrated by South Africa as a cover for
apartheid” — which prepares us for the corruption of its legal system and his defence of his client,
Robert Ratshitanga. Much like Michael, Ratshitanga was “guilty of the offense with which he was
charged” and a “prisoner of conscience.” However, contrasting to the evil rulers of Venda,
Robertson describes his client as “a man of the most extraordinary presence and dignity.” Such
impressionistic writing is an important element of Robertson’s perspective of the truth. Concluding
with a condescending evaluation of the leader of Malawi, Dr Banda, as the “president for life”
suspected of “crimes against humanity,” Robertson reiterates the ineffectiveness of human rights
protection within the international community.

The questioning of capital punishment is further illustrated in Take This Sabbath Day, an episode
from Aaron Sorkin’s The West Wing. Here, the episode’s perspective of the death penalty being
“cruel and unusual” is strengthened by the inclusion of Jewish and Christian paradigms. The
repetition of the Rabbi’'s sermon statement that “vengeance is not Jewish,” highlights his
perspective and convinces the responder that the death penalty is immoral. The Rabbi’s defiance of
his own scripture, which says “an eye for an eye,” portrays a difference of opinion concerning the
immorality of capital punishment. He justifies his view by suggesting “that thinking reflected the best
wisdom of its time but it's just plain wrong by any modern standard.” ‘That thinking’ is that of the
Torah, the first of three parts of the Tanakh (Jewish Bible). The Torah acknowledges, and does not
condemn, the death penalty as a form of punishment for serious crimes. The Rabbi’s highly emotive
language and Biblical allusions thus encourages the audience to perceive and agree with the official
position of both the Reform and Conservative movements to oppose the death penalty.
Furthermore, Toby Ziegler's, the Communications Director, response to the Tanakh was to quote its’
scholars who used their own wisdom to interpret capital punishment as a last resort to be rarely
used, if ever.

tsix

© The School For Excellence 2019 www.tsfx.com.au Free Exclusive Online Resources



Robertson’s macabre tone and moral outrage are evident throughout The Justice Game. Grotesque
imagery is employed to support his argument against the inhumane treatment of condemned
criminals via capital punishment. Referring to Michael as one of “the living dead,” he describes in
gruesome detail the “ritual slaughter” of death row in Trinidad. The “breaking of [Michael's] cervical
vertebrae” is bluntly illustrated, whose “body twists slowly to and fro” whilst Officials have breakfast.
Robertson then makes a reference to Hamlet in “the rest is not silence,” to juxtapose and contrast
Michael’s fellow inmates’ anguish. This passage is confrontational to persuade views against the
death penalty on the grounds of being an immoral practice. Robertson then briefly describes
Michael’s violent murder. By structuring his essay in this manner, Robertson is able to colour the
responder’s attitude by being an active participant, rather than an objective onlooker. As such, he
successfully crafted his text to exemplify the inhumanity of capital punishment, while gaining
readers’ sympathy in support of his view.

Similarly, the viewer of Take This Sabbath Day is positioned to embrace further feelings of guilt for
ever believing that the death penalty was an appropriate punishment. This melancholic mood is
created through the background funeral music, also connoting death, in Ziegler's temple when he
visits his Rabbi. Moreover, this is paralleled when Father Cavanaugh explains that “Vengeance is
mine, sayeth the Lord,” means “God is the only one who gets to kill people.” However, this is
juxtaposed and strongly contrasted by the American President, Josiah Bartlet, who reports,
“seventy-one percent of the people support capital punishment. People have spoken. The courts
have spoken.” This rhetoric spoken with a sharp, blunt tone leaves the audience in shame and with
a sense of responsibility for the existence of such penalties. Ultimately, these techniques persuade
the audience towards the composer’s perspective that “the state shouldn’t kill people.”

Through differing forms and methods of representation in the aforementioned texts, their composers
facilitate to comprehend the conflicting perspectives conveyed within the texts. Ultimately, however,
it may be concluded that the violation of human rights through capital punishment and unjust legal
systems is morally and ethically wrong.
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