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Black Representation on 
British Television: The 1980s 

Television Drama and Creating 
Character 

Media in Context: 
Representation and 
Reception Theory in action.  
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TV History (Channel 4) Bingo 

•  Using your bingo card move around 
the room to find out who knows what 
about the history of television.  

•  For each box, write down who told you 
the answer AND the answer itself.  

•  If you still need to fill in some boxes, 
use the other classroom resources 
(computers, books, posters etc) to find 
out the answers.  
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Historical Context: Creation of Channel 
4 

Channel 4 is a public service broadcaster. 
•  STOP: What does this mean? 
 
In the original government remit, Channel 4 was required to 
produce innovative programmes which were aimed at a 
minority audience.  
•  What does this tell us about the cultural media landscape at 

this time? 
 
In the current remit, the channel is required to make ‘innovative 
and distinctive’ programmes which ‘stimulate public debate on 
contemporary issues’ which ‘reflect [the] cultural diversity of the 
UK’ and ‘champion alternative points of view’.  
•  What does this tell us about changing media values and the 

cultural media landscape today? 
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Historical Context: The 1980s 
and the problem with character 
Search Google images for 1980s TV shows: how many 
character trope/stereotypes can you identify from the 
images you get? 
What do you notice about the ethnic/racial make-up 
of the characters? 
What about the composition of the images? What 
does this tell us about media attitudes at that time?   
 

5 



Historical Context: The 1980s 
and the problem with character 
While there were many more TV shows 
(particularly sitcoms) which featured 
black actors, there was still frustration 
that within ‘mainstream’ television 
series, black actors were often given 
stereotypical roles which inhibited 
exploration and development of 
character.  
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Visibility vs. Pigeon-Holing 
Wolcott (ITV, 1981) was the first TV drama to 
feature a leading black actor as a police officer.  
 
•  Watch this short clip from Wolcott: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bXjxlpLGx64  
 
1.  What problems does the portrayal of Wolcott 

raise?  
2.  What stereotypes do we see in action here?  
3.  How might different audiences response to this 

portrayal?  
4.  What encoded message do you think the writer/ 

director is trying to put across? Is it successful 
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Responses to Wolcott (ITV, 1981) 
•  “It would be a good thing if [Wolcott] made blacks conscious 

of how the media ignores them most of the time and when it 
does deal with them it does it in such a way that it is an 
insult to them.” 
(Elvis Payne, black actor in Wolcott cited in Bourne, 2005: 202) 

 
•  “So blacks appear to have here, a chance of jobs for black 

actors, and at last, a chance to see our community portrayed 
in a multi-faceted kind of way… [but] in Wolcott, we weren’t 
even painted all black, as so often happens- some of the black 
characters were painted almost white… And if the series 
takes off, soon every [black actor] could be a star- but at what 
cost? Stars made in whose image?”  

(Caesar et al., 1981 reprinted in Daniels and Gerson, 1989: 81) 
 

What do these responses suggest about the nature of black 
representation during this period?  
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Bringing it up to date 

How would you recreate this short 
scene for a modern audience? How 
might you overcome some of the 
challenges poised by this clip? What 
new issues would you want to address? 
 
Create a storyboard with ten frames 
showing how you might go about re-
writing this clip.  
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Case Study: Big George is Dead 
(C4, 1987) 

•  Use the following resources to make 
detailed notes on the Big George is 
Dead. 

•  Use the table provided to help 
structure your notes.  

http://www.screenonline.org.uk/tv/id/
536011/ 
http://www.screenonline.org.uk/tv/id/
1294321/  
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Final Thoughts 

“Any visibility is better than no 
visibility” 

 
Do you agree with this statement? Why 
or why not?  
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