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�
The Crime Reality Show as Detective








This article sets out to examine the function in the solving of crime of two well-known crime reality shows and the various detective roles of elements in the two series.  The crime reality shows I have chosen to study are Crimewatch UK and its French counterpart, Témoin numéro un.  Perhaps, however, before I come to consider the programmes themselves, a few words about the genre - the crime reality show - would be appropriate. 





Firstly, the crime series in general is a genre which is immensely popular.  A quick glance at the television viewing schedules can leave one in no doubt about that.  In the UK, titles such as A Touch of Frost, Taggart, Dalziel and Pascoe, Inspector Morse, Prime Suspect, to name but a few, have long held audiences enrapt at peak viewing times, and they (in dubbed version), or their French equivalent, are also extremely popular across the Channel - programmes such as, Taggart, Les Cordier juge et flic and Navarro�.  It seems unlikely that their popularity with audiences will wane in the foreseeable future.





Likewise, acquiring an ever increasing status in the schedules in both countries are the omnipresent reality shows.  Ricki Lake, Leeza, Oprah Winfrey have their regular slots and are real crowd pullers. But reality shows - shows “in which ordinary viewers appear on television to enact and discuss their lives, problems or fantasies”� - can cover a vast range of subjects and are far from limited to the chat show format.  They do, however, have a number of things in common, and one stands out above the others:





 “...le but recherché ... C’est de faire entendre qu’on veut parler.  C’est de permettre à des individus qui ne sont pas des ayant droit, socialement, de pouvoir dire des choses qu’ils ne se sont jamais dites.”(quoted by Chasika Kaden in “Le psychanalyste: Le théâtre de boulevard, c’est le même principe”, Le Quotidien de Paris, 26 octobre 1983).





Thus said Serge Leclaire, a leading French psychoanalyst, in defence of Antenne 2’s (the original title of France 2) Psy-show, the forerunner of the French reality show, in which members of a couple confront one another to expose to the studio and television audiences the problems in their relationship.  Other shared characteristics are the working through of a human crisis, a desire to depict reality, which is often mixed with fiction (eg use of reconstructions), audience participation, and a wish to perform some kind of public service by assisting or even replacing the professionals who have been unable to resolve the crisis exposed - police, justice, school, medical profession, even family. This throwing open of the studio to members of the general public certainly seems to be a formula which has worked.





In the UK, the crime reality show has proved very successful, with programmes such as Crimewatch UK a long-running favourite and 999, devoted to all of the emergency services, carving out a niche for itself.  These two series feature reconstructions of crimes or calamities, interviews with victims, witnesses or heroes, and in the case of Crimewatch UK, requests to the general public to call in with information.  There is also ITV’s Murder Squad, a series in which cameras follow police officers as they tackle cases, and a recent addition to the genre is Trial and Error Live, a “new studio show asking viewers for help in investigating people who say they have been falsely convicted”�, also described as ‘a kind of Crimewatch in reverse�’, shown for the first time on 8 July 1997.  The French crime reality show is also a feature of the schedules, with Perdu de Vue - a series tracing missing persons based on the Italian model Chi l’ha visto?, which was screened for the first time by the Italian television channel RAI 3 in April 1989 - drawing particularly large audiences�.





There appears to be a fascination for the genre, for what Pascale Breugnot, creator of - amongst many others -  the French series Témoin numéro un, and ‘directrice à la direction générale de TF1�’ calls “une télévision pour les gens et sur les gens”�.  Typically, such series call upon the ‘fait divers’�, that juicy type of news story that defies definition, as the source of inspiration for their programmes.  This interest in the ‘fait divers’ is by no means new.  Nor is the ‘fait divers’ merely of interest to a small, socially or culturally deprived minority, but as we have seen through the popularity of its televised, and indeed written, form, has considerable appeal to a great many people.  Indeed, many would say now that the television news - and this certainly applies to French television news - has a tendency to give ever greater coverage to “minor” news items which could justifiably be described as ‘faits divers’.





Today’s television, or ‘néo-télévision’�, to use Umberto Eco’s appellation, which concerns itself to a great extent with its relationship with its audiences, seeking to establish some kind of inter-activity between studio and viewers, between professionals and audience, establishing links between fiction and reality, and which is a product of a slide from the rational to the emotional, is a very real manifestation of postmodernity�.  Nowhere is this more clearly so than in the case of the crime reality show, which owes its very existence to the emotional response created within viewers who are sufficiently moved by what they have witnessed on television to pick up their telephones and provide a genuinely interactive dimension to the genre.





Let us now turn to the series themselves.  








Background





Crimewatch UK and Témoin numéro Un, although launched in different decades, are both inspired by the same model, the German television station ZDF’s long-running Aktenzeichen XY ungelöst (‘Case XY Unsolved’, as translated by Nick Ross and Sue Cook in their book Crimewatch UK, London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1987), a series which also gave rise to the Netherlands’ Opsporing Verzocht ( which translates roughly as Information Wanted), screened first in 1974, and America’s Most Wanted, in 1988.  Aktenzeichen XY ungelöst  was first shown as early as 1967, and was devised by television producer Eduard Zimmermann, following the success of one of his earlier series which has been running for over thirty years, Vorsicht, Falle! (‘Watch out!  It’s a trap’).  This precursor aimed to warn viewers against potential fraud, not by denouncing the criminals themselves, but by exposing their tricks, and was produced in close collaboration with the police.  The abundance of correspondence received from viewers in connection with the frauds and fraudsters was indicative of a market to be exploited, a public interest to be put to the test.  Aktenzeichen XY ungelöst set out, with the aid of viewers across the German-speaking world via the German, Swiss and Austrian television services and in conjunction with the police, to track down the authors of crimes which the police, using more conventional methods, had been unable to solve.





Crimewatch UK was first broadcast in June 1984.  It had been brought to the attention of the BBC by a freelance TV researcher, John Stoneborough, who was in possession of a tape of the German programme Aktenzeichen XY ungelöst.  BBC producer Peter Chafer, who was in the process of compiling a documentary on crime, was immediately intrigued and elaborated the idea.  The concept was not completely foreign, since ITV’s Police Five, a five minute weekly programme presented by Shaw Taylor, had been running in the London area for a number of years.  Here, crimes committed in the capital were exposed, and photofit pictures and car �
registration numbers released.  Crimewatch UK was to be 





“...rather like an extended version of Shaw Taylor’s Police Five, but it had a magical ingredient.  Viewers could actually participate in the programme simply by picking up the telephone and giving information directly to police officers whom they could see, live in the studio.” (Ross, N, and Cook, S,  p 9).





This time, however, the intention was to provide national coverage, to enable all fifty-five police forces to go on the air to appeal for information from the public.  Certain features set Crimewatch UK apart from Aktenzeichen XY ungelöst:  The German model, conceived at a time when West Germany was prey to terrorist attacks, somewhat inevitably concentrated its interest on political crises, whereas Peter Chafer was at pains to avoid such a political element, not least because of the delicate relations existing  due to the troubles in Northern Ireland.  He felt that, far from aiding to arrest dangerous terrorists, including terrorist incidents on his programme could have been highly problematic, since he would have been unable to guarantee anonymity or security to callers, nor yet to conclude with certainty that an act of violence had been perpetrated for political or simply ‘anti-social’ ends.  Another difference was to be in the representation of the crimes.  Chafer felt that the German series tended to play on anxiety, and that some of the reconstructions (for example, a rape viewed through the assailant’s eyes) were in particularly bad taste, and that this should be avoided at all cost.  





Témoin numéro un, inspired by the British model, was launched by the French channel TF1 much more recently in 1993.  Television producer Patrick Meney had seen an episode of Crimewatch UK whilst on a trip to London and had been impressed by the potential offered by this series.  Despite his fears that such a format, in which the forces of law and order would approach the general public via the television screen to ask for information about crimes, could not possibly work in France, where memories of the Occupation and its aftermath, and the scourge of the informant or délateur were still keenly felt,  he nonetheless sought further precisions about the programme from the BBC team.   These discussions revealed to him that Crimewatch UK had become a veritable national institution, one which worked within certain clearly defined limits, which gave excellent results - both in terms of fighting crime and winning audiences - and which was supported by reports in the press as well. He shared his experiences with Etienne Mougeotte (vice-président de TF1) and Pascale Breugnot, who saw potential for this series, provided that the French Justice Ministry granted its blessing.  Acquiring approval from the police and juges d’instruction, the members of the judiciary who lead a criminal investigation,  proved no mean feat, and even when Témoin numéro un was officially launched, there were still very mixed feelings and much dragging of feet about this potentially dangerous liaison.  





Despite this scepticism, the first episode of Témoin numéro un recorded 9 million viewers, although this stabilised later to between 6-7 million viewers�.  Indeed, all three programmes, despite or because of their differing formats, have been highly popular.  Aktenzeichen XY ungelöst regularly has audiences of 4 million Austrian viewers and 2 million Swiss viewers in addition to its 11 million German viewers�.  Crimewatch UK  has an average audience of 9 milllion viewers each time it goes on the air, and receives some 1,500 telephone calls, either to the studio or to the various police incident rooms�.








The Super Sleuth





The succes of the genre in terms of audience ratings has been shown above.  But are these series really successful in what they claim to do, that is to say, in supporting the forces of law and order in their fight against crime?  If we believe their own statistics, then we must recognise quite a considerable degree of success.  In July 1997, Crimewatch UK boasted of having handled 1 632 cases since the series began in 1984; 514 arrests had been made as a direct result of Crimewatch’s intervention in what were for the most part very serious offences, and, out of these arrests, 42 miscreants had been sentenced to life imprisonment�.  Témoin numéro un is perhaps a little more coy about its success rate, and publishing information is certainly hampered by the secrecy laws which apply to cases under investigation, but nonetheless, within its first year, out of a total of fifteen cases of identification of corpses, eight were successfully concluded�.  Assassins were apprehended, but Témoin’s greatest success was judged, by the team, to be the re-opening of inquiries which had previously stagnated and the encouraging of witnesses to assist the police, witnesses who previously may have felt unable to do so.  Patrick Meney quotes the classic example of a witness to a crime not daring to report what he had seen as he was in the company of his mistress.  Several years later and following a divorce, the entire scenario could so easily have changed, and the witness feel able to speak at last�.   Meney himself had a personal incentive to make his programme succeed:  The murder of the ten-year-old daughter of a friend.  The murder inquiry was eventually to conclude that the young girl was the murder victim of a recidivist known to the police, and that a vital witness had held essential information for some considerable time, without being aware of its importance.  This possibly avoidable tragedy led Meney to believe that it was a public duty (devoir civique) to make use of television and the other media in the quest for truth.�   The success record, however, must be held by Aktenzeichen XY ungelöst, which claims a clear-up rate of 891 cases for 2159 processed�.  The genre would appear then to be perceived as having a fairly clear detective role, and one legitimised by its success in terms of arrests.   Indeed, a BBC study carried out in the late 1980s found that as much as 80% of the British viewing public actually watched Crimewatch UK, and that 75% of these considered the programme interesting.  Those interviewed remarked on its role in fighting crime and also in raising personal awareness of crime� - a true public service, and an indication of a move from what Françoise Tomé calls a télévision miroir, which broadcasts a simple reflection of life,  to a television which, by showing examples and appealing to a spirit of solidarity, actually modifies the behaviour of its audiences�.  Indeed, in the August 1997 programme of Crimewatch, a kind of summing up of past successes, Nick Ross explains that calling Crimewatch really does work, supporting his comments with actual figures, and exhorts viewers to keep on doing so.    On a purely practical level, crime reality shows also have an obvious function in providing a free helpline number for members of the public with information who might be hesitant to contact the police due to their own - possibly criminal - status or fears for their own safety, or because they are unsure that what they have to offer is of any value and do not wish either to appear foolish or waste precious police time, or they may be ignorant of whom to contact  or how to go about doing so.  The television helpline, repeatedly flagged up on both French and British programmes, is a safe haven for the ‘man in the street’ and, incidentally, Crimewatch UK also now has its own e-mail address�.  The indictment that the reality show "...écoute mais ne guérit pas... montre mais n’accuse pas.” � would seem to be unjustified in the case of the crime reality show, although it must be admitted that there has been a drift towards a presentation more akin to the psycho-analytical therapy session in some broadcasts of Témoin numéro un.  





This presentation is of course to some extent cast by the host chosen to present the show - in the case of Crimewatch UK, Nick Ross and Jill Dando (who has replaced Sue Cook, part of the original partnership); in the case of Témoin numéro un, Jacques Pradel and Patrick Meney.  All of these presenters have an image of complete respectability, of gravity, of sincerity, but a sincerity which is on occasion derided as sheer hypocrisy:  Jacques Pradel, host of so many similar reality shows on French television� and anchorman of Témoin numéro un, is the object of frequent criticism, accused of exploiting human misfortune, of grotesquely maintaining suspense behind his masque de pater dolorosus as he charts a careful course between filth and modesty�.  However, his shows have also been described as an attack of hygiène sociale� and it must be admitted that there is a kind of simpering niceness, an aura of Mr Good about the main male presenters of these shows.  Even the far less controversial Nick Ross can seem condescending in his exhortations to call in.  His closing words on each month’s show:  “Don’t have nightmares...  Do sleep well!” are supposed to allay any allegations of arousing unnecessary fear of crime, but researcher Philip Schlesinger, following a detailed study on the effects of watching Crimewatch UK on female viewers, concluded:





“The attempt by the presenter to reassure at the end of the broadcast by stressing that the crimes shown are unusual and urging viewers not to have nightmares was sometimes viewed with derision and dismissiveness.”�





The presenters themselves would deny any attempt at sensationalism and would emphasise their intentions to provide a public service, and they use their good ‘clear up rate’ to justify their existence in the face of critics.  The presenters are in fact doing police work.  They appeal for witnesses, as do the police, and they also take telephone calls made by the general public, in response to their appeals, as do their co-stars from the police forces represented in the studio and those in the various local incident rooms.  Nick Ross voices this commitment still further:





“...when Crimewatch UK reached its tenth birthday, ... I could see ways of developing the format, and in any case had by then become interested and involved in finding and promoting ways of cutting crime.”�





An interesting development in August’s Crimewatch UK was the inclusion of a sequence in which Ross gives advice on how to check out bogus callers, information usually disseminated through leaflets disributed by the police.  There is in fact an exchange of roles for both parties - the television presenters become detectives for the purposes of the show, the detectives become television stars.  Indeed, David Hatcher and Jacqui Hames, the key members of the police force who feature monthly on Crimewatch UK’s incident desk, a pre-recorded sequence of quick-fire appeals covering a vast range of minor and major crimes, simple in format so that it can be easily changed, are now household names.





Each of the main presenters has his or her own role, own style.  For example, Patrick Meney appears principally to receive telephone calls and  to recapitulate on the level of general interest in particular incidents, although giving no precise details about responses.  The information is handed directly to the juge d’instruction handling the case in question.  The roles of Ross and Pradel in some way resemble one another - each imploring the public to call in with information, each appearing deeply and personally involved in each incident and  echoing the  appeals of the victims or their families, creating a form of solidarity between the aggressed or aggrieved and the television audience, although Pradel’s role is far more similar to that of the chat show host, in so far as he actually interviews victims or their families in the studio.  Patrick Meney, co-presenter of Témoin numéro un and the oldest of the presenters, talks of a need to introduce a profoundly humane element in the series, and of the team’s underestimating at first the abilities of the audience to cope with the harsh realities broadcast.  The lengthy 2-hour viewing slot for Témoin numéro un means that careful handling of such emotive material is necessary and this helps to explain the tendency to ‘digress’ with long intimate homilies from grieving families about the loss of their loved ones. This catharsis cathodique, catharsis via the cathode tube, is to some extent present in Crimewatch UK, but to a far lesser extent, covered in perhaps a few words tagged on to the end of an appeal.  The British programme lasts only forty minutes, deals with each case more rapidly and, despite the vividly realistic reconstructions (which do indeed cause nightmares), has arguably fewer dramatic flourishes than its French equivalent.  Peter Chafer deliberately chose directors with a documentary background, determined to avoid producing some kind of drama-documentary.  Patrick Meney, for his part, aimed to avoid showing scenes of violence which would evoke the murder itself and to appeal to viewers by building up a portrait of the victim.    This has not always been highly successful.  The first time Témoin numéro un went on the air, it was to appeal for information about the body of a little girl found dumped on the side of the motorway near Blois.  She had been beaten and her body was marked with burns from cigarette stubs.  The reconstruction showed nothing distasteful - in fact, showed nothing of consequence at all other than how workmen had come across the body, apart from several shots of the dead girl’s body broadcast in an attempt to identify her - but the dramatic, discordant music accompanying it, the emotive voice-over and the crazy camera angles and close-ups of car wheels flashing past did more to conjure up a highly charged atmosphere than a prosaic ‘set-to’ would ever have done, and laid the series open from the start to accusations of sensationalism which contrasted with the crime detecting function it purported to have.  





The style of presentation of reality shows in general is a curious mixture of fact and fiction, of documentary, reporting, debate, drama, when intimate details of ones life are exposed in a type of spectacle or side show.  For such a sport to be justifiable, success of some description must ensue.  Meney speaks of results not only in terms of pure detection, but also of a valeur pédagogique� of this series , in which the workings of the justice system are shown, or more intimately, the consequences upon a family of a tragedy.  In the French model, there are fewer lessons to be learned about the police forces, and indeed little contact with the police, who very rarely appear in the studio, the forces of Law and order being represented by the juge d’instruction, the examining magistrate responsible for the case.  For the French, whose relationship with their police forces is far less happy than in the UK, the appearance of police officers in the studio, appealing for help from the public would be difficult to accept and would create considerable tension, a conflict of duties and a genuine fear of descending into the depths of délation.  In France, police officers are often caricatured as unintelligent, as macho - all brawn and no brain - and any self-respecting citizen will be more inclined to try to “get one over” the custodians of the law than to collaborate with them.  Témoin numéro un can, then, be seen as a particularly useful bridge between a public shy of the police and the officers themselves.  It should not be overlooked, however, that the investigative role carried out by chief police officers in the UK is in fact carried out by the juge d’instruction in France, who directs any criminal operation and masterminds the detective work.  His or her appearance on Témoin numéro un is therefore perfectly normal.





May we now turn to the role of the television audience in the solving of crime.  Reality shows as a genre bring together members of the public to form the global village of which people so freely talk these days.  The victims whose misfortunes are laid bare on screen become our next-door-neighbours, even if in reality they live several hundred miles away, and we grieve with them at their loss.  Television these days is a télé du frère as opposed to the télé du père of the early days, and viewers will feel compelled by a moral duty to assist their neighbour as well as by their duty as upright citizens.  The viewer ringing the studio with information about a crime is an informer, but also becomes a member of the police force, and participation in the man-hunt is further ‘egged on’ by an intertextual relationship between all media forms.  In Britain, the press takes up stories broadcast on Crimewatch, in the form of articles published in the following day’s newspaper�, and Nick Ross acknowledges this overflow with comments such as “I think you’ll see more in the papers tomorrow”�, arguably an intrusion into the intimacy of the daily habits of each individual viewer.





Conclusion





It would appear fairly clearly, then, that the crime reality show does indeed have a role to play in the solving of crime, and that each individual element of the show can function as detective.   Notwithstanding this, there have been many criticisms levelled against this formula, some of which have been touched upon above, be it accusations of voyeurism, sensationalism, exploitation of emotions, gratuitously showing violence, aggravating individual fear, generating an atmosphere of  moral panic, encouraging copycatting and informing, infringing privacy laws and contempt of court, and destroying the confidence of the general public in the ability of the  machinery of the state to function efficiently.  In the United Kingdom, such qualms of conscience have not affected the success of Crimewatch UK, which continues to broadcast, drawing sizeable audiences and cracking crimes.  Even the usual summer break was foregone this year and the gap filled with an August programme devoted to crimes which had been solved and flashbacks to the previous appeals for help.  The tale is not so happy for the French version, for in fact Témoin numéro un has not been broadcast since December 1996.  Plagued by unease with regard to collaboration with the forces of law and order, and the difficulty of not breaching the very stringent contempt of court (secret de l’instruction) laws, curiously regularly flouted by the written press but ignored by television at its peril, Témoin numéro un finally gave up the ghost due to falling audiences and a number of indiscretions committed by Jacques Pradel relating to the profanation of the Jewish Cemetery at Carpentras and to the episode of the Roswell alien.  Pradel’s programme had always maintained on the air� that the Carpentras profanation had been carried out by the idle sons of local wealthy families and thus conveniently exonerated the National Front from all responsibility.  No adjustment to these views was forthcoming following the confessions of a number of skinheads.  Furthermore, an unshakeable belief in the Roswell alien expressed by Pradel in L’Odyssey de l’étrange finally discredited him sufficiently for Pascale Breugnot to decide to cease production and concentrate her efforts on improving her other more successful product, Perdu de vue.  The continuing success of Perdu de vue in terms of viewing figures shows that there is space for a form of crime reality show in France, but the different cultural environments have obviously dictated a different format across the Channel.
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