
Geoffrey Robertson, The Justice Game 



 A memoir of a life in legal practice centred 
around key cases 

 ‘In this book I have chosen cases to demonstrate how 
the law may humble the most powerful: 
governments here and abroad; the great 
departments of Whitehall; the security services; and 
wealthy private litigants ranging from the Bank of 
England to the Princess of Wales.’ (Afterword, 
p.382) 



 The Justice Game? 
 How does this position us?  
 Robertson’s use of language is constantly 

playful – full of humour, irony, puns, comical 
legalese...  

 His title is an obvious example 
 How many different meanings of ‘game’ can 

you think of? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Robertson positions us to accept his own complex view of the law. ‘Commonsense’ views of the law are varied – judges and lawyers are portrayed as everything from the essential bedrock of our society, noble seekers of truth, cynical ambulance chasers, lap-dogs doing the will of their political masters... Robertson’s view that the law is a game is therefore a problem. What does he mean? Does he see value in it? if so, where?



 Gaming as gambling – taking a chance 
 Political game-playing – ‘you’re treating this 

like a game’. Cynical, value-free, win-at-any-
cost approach 

 The greatest game of all – (insert football code 
here). The dedication to the game that defines 
our sporting (and legal?) legends. 

 On the game – slang for prostitution 
 “I’m game!” – willing to take a risk 
 An enjoyable past-time, an amusement  

 



 Prostitution? See Diana and Afterword. Robertson 
explains why barristers take unpopular cases by 
explaining that ‘the “cab-rank rule” is the 
kerbstone of an advocate’s right to practise’ 

 A trade? ‘The plumbing game..’ 
 Cynical political ‘games’? (Game of Thrones?) 

Robertson outlines and opposes them throughout 
the book. 

 Also dismisses the media: ‘trial by media – partial, 
simplistic and sensational – is no substitute for trials by 
judges, decided by the application of fundamental 
principles of law’ (Afterword, p.383) 



 Gambling, board games.  
 

 ‘The first rule is don’t play unless you have to. The 
second is play to win. And the third is that since 
winners often lose – in costs, in time, in irritation 
and mental fatigue – there must be more to victory 
than the pleasure of winning. There must be a 
moral. (Afterword p. 377) 



 ‘Justice is the most serious and important game of 
all... For all the grandiose descriptions that have 
been offered of the adversary system of trial, and for 
all the pomp and self-esteem that tends to affect its 
professional participants, it is the best method we 
have yet devised for giving the suckers an even 
break 
 

 Language choices: Note the contrast between the formal, rhetorical 
structure of the sentence and its colloquial conclusion. Tone of the 
repeated clause beginning is undercut.  



Language and features 

Conflicting perspectives 

Representation 
 

Meaning – ‘a greater awareness of 
complexity of human attitudes’ 



 What are our expectations of 
this text?  

 Is Robertson claiming he is 
writing a history? Or a legal 
textbook? 

 What would be a fair 
response who maintained 
Johns’ book was biased?  

 Would it be fair to see 
Robertson’s book in the 
same light? 

 



 ‘Like the squalor behind the splendour of the stage at 
Covent Garden, so the solemn ritual of an Old Bailey 
trial disguised the fact that it was produced in 
greasepaint and chaos. (Trials of Oz, p. 31) 

 The comic opera side of Venda was immediately 
apparent from the signs which proudly pointed to 
“Foreign Embassies”...’ (Prisoner of Venda, p.204) 

 ‘In 1997 Diana was killed fleeing the flashbulbs she so 
often positioned herself to attract, a terrible end to the 
Faustian bargain she had made with the media’ (Diana 
in the Dock pp. 353-4) 



 Positions the audience to see the trials as dramatic 
events – Robertson’s irreverent approach to the 
law, his humour and satire, are essential to his 
portrayal of the conflicting perspectives 

 Points to the constructed nature of the law 
 References to dramatic works and personalities – 

Gilbert and Sullivan, Faust, Rumpole – connect 
with a cultured audience. 

 Robertson’s style depends on the theatrical 
approach: dialogue, character description part of 
his technique – look at his mockery of Judge 
Argyle and his unflattering portrait of Diana 
 



 Rhetorical techniques. Much of Robertson’s 
writing reflects his understanding of argument: 
logos, pathos, ethos, kaidos... 

 Concession: Trials of Oz p.25. ‘This fine example 
of cross-examination deserves a place in the 
advocacy coruses...’ 

 One of many times Robertson offers some 
praise to the prosecution... 

 Note that he is also often critical of his own 
side: his opinions on Oz Magazine and The 
Romans In Britain, for example 



 ‘bastion of Boerdom’ (Prisoner of Venda – a 
condemnation of Banda) 

 The title above (referes to Prisoner of Zenda, 
1894) 

 ‘Cunnilinctus’ (p. 28) and ‘courtus interruptus’ 
(p. 353). Sexual punning positions Robertson as 
an ‘alternative’ barrister. 

 ‘The Times described me as “anti-establishment, 
republican and Australian”, presumably in 
ascending order of horror.’ (p.348) 
 



 Black humour: see the description of the 
execution in Michael X on Death Row 

 Use of legal terminology in an unexpected or 
humorous way 

 Ridicule and satire 
 Establishment of the composer’s credentials. 
 Citation and reference  
 Evaluative and judgemental language. 



 In the chapter you are reading now, which of 
the techniques we have discussed today are 
evident? 

 How are they important in helping Robertson 
construct his text? 
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