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One of the most interesting aspects of Channel 4’s
n ew drama series S h a m e l e s s, written by Pa u l
A bb o t t , is its lack of explicit moral judgement—
either on the part of the ch a ra c t e rs within the
s c r i p t , or in the structure and rhythm of the narra-
t ive and its logic and (partial) re s o l u t i o n s . Th i s
despite the fact that the scenario and subject mat-
ter seem almost obsessive ly to invite criticism of
both the individual ch a ra c t e rs—their behav i o u r,
choices and interactions; in fact their ve ry being—
and the collective attitudes, orientations and situ-
ations that accompany them.The result is a
complicated balancing act between re p re s e n t a t i o n
and caricature , honesty and ro m a n t i c i s a t i o n ,c o m-
e dy and tra g e dy, e m p a t hy and patro n i s a t i o n ,c e l e-
b ration and pathos. For that matter, the ch a o t i c
and tumultuous existence of its main pro t a g o n i s t s ,
the Gallagher fa m i ly, is also a complicated balanc-
ing act—comprising six siblings aged three to
t we n t y - o n e ,l iving on a sink estate in a contempo-
ra ry northern city, with a progre s s ive ly ab s e n t ,
u n e m p l oyed alcoholic father and whose mother
has done a runner.

F r i e n d s, N e i g h b o u r s, Fe l l ow
Trave l l e r s
A coro l l a ry to the deliberate amoralism of
Shameless is pre c i s e ly the absence of feelings of
shame exhibited by the ch a ra c t e rs , not only in
their vulgar and uncouth manners , but in their
responses to their appare n t ly hopeless plights and
p rospects and their sense of responsibility or
m o ral culpability for their situation.The title of
the series is both ironic and apt: apt because the
G a l l a g h e rs oscillate wildly between good inten-
t i o n s ,i n d i f f e rence and hurtfulness towa rds love d
o n e s , but there is little sign of the ove r we e n i n g
feelings of self-worthlessness and self-disgust that

ch a racterise real shame; and ironic because accu-
sations of shamelessness, for example made by
‘ re s p e c t able’ neighbours , re p resent moral condem-
nation that tends (and intends) to render its tar-
gets beyond the pale of acceptable humanity. I t
reveals far more about the accusers , hinting at
their deeper hidden shame and insecurity con-
cerning their own low ly social status, and further-
m o re legitimises in their eyes the hostile actions
and persecution by ‘the authorities’ that ultimate-
ly disrupt or preempt any meaningful sense of
their own commu n i t y.

The attitudes of the conserva t ive , re s p e c t ab l e
and aspiring wo rking class thus neatly dove t a i l
w i t h , for ex a m p l e , state initiatives concerning
policing and we l fa re—demanding stringent moni-
t o r i n g ,c o n t rol and punishment, not only for tra n s-
gression but for the offense of their ex i s t e n c e .
L i kew i s e ,m i ddle class ch a r i t ability and mu ch of
s o c i a l i s m — f rom the Fab i a n s , Eugenics and
Leninism through to old and New Lab o u r, has also
c o m p re h e n s ive ly nu r t u re d , articulated with, a n d
fed upon such re a c t i o n a ry beliefs about the innate
inferiority of the poor and the need to interve n e
and ‘do something about them’. S h a m e l e s s t h u s
i nvo kes seve ral conventional discourses relating to
the nature and potential of wo rking class people,
o n ly to then flout and undermine them—and in
the process to question the social and political
philosophies and programmes that, at ro o t ,
depend on class-based ideologies of moral defic i t
and ethical inadequacy for their normative and
p ragmatic utility.

Family Affa i r s
The main tactic used to ach i eve this confro n t a t i o n
with accepted homilies, s t e reotypes and clich é s
about the degraded poor is a resolute refusal to
c e n t re the story around supposedly objective

‘ p roblems’ or ‘ i s s u e s ’ .The focus instead is the fa m-
i ly ’s determination to stay afloat tog e t h e r, and to
maintain a sense (or illusion) of agency and hope.
In the way are a multitude of obstacles and con-
s t ra i n t s , most of which are clearly shown to be
ove rdetermined by a combination of historical
s h a p i n g , situational reality and personal attribut-
e s .A ny positive outcomes (such as they can be)
a lways emerge from a deliberate (although usually
not self-conscious) meshing of sociality, i m a g i n a-
tion and desire .

But this is no glib, e a s i ly or effo r t l e s s ly
a ch i eved solidarity, and neither is it stra i g h t fo r-
wa rd ly positive . Indeed the violence, abuse and
humiliation the ch a ra c t e rs sometimes heap on
e a ch other, and the occasionally indiscriminate
volatility of their anger, h a t red and destructive-
n e s s ,a re intrinsically linked to their mutual affec-
t i o n , respect and active commitment to each other.
This dense patch wo rk effect is re i n fo rced by the
c o n t e m p o ra ry setting of material which originated
in Paul A bb o t t ’s childhood and adolescence in the
1960s and ‘ 7 0 s — w h i ch partly accounts for distinct
residual tinges of nostalgia (as well as the ab s e n c e
of the panoply of ‘ child protection’ pro f e s s i o n a l s
w h i ch might be expected given curre n t
hypocrisies and hy s t e r i a s ) . But although details of
eve n t s , ch a ra c t e rs and storylines are massive ly
c o n d e n s e d , jumbled up and re d i s t r i b u t e d ,w h a t
shines through is a sense of trying to compre h e n d
and deal with the appare n t ly ineffable wash of
l i f e — f rom a point of view simu l t a n e o u s ly of inno-
cence and thoro u g h ly streetwise wo rl dwe a r i n e s s .
The fa m i ly members are at times so emotionally
close as to feel part of each other, and at other
times so distant in their thoughts and pre o c c u p a-
tions as to be alien to each other even while under
the same ro o f.The fascination with sexual antics
rings especially true from this pers p e c t ive , in an
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e nv i ronment where both emotional and physical ove r-
c rowding can make common knowledge—but only ve ry
partial understanding—of private passions and their
effects and ra m i fic a t i o n s .

Clear and Present D a n ge r s
Despite the all pervading conflicts and crises, the pre-
dominant styles of fictional re p resentation of wo rk i n g
class life in social realism are also re f u s e d . Gone is the
t ragic pessimism which can only be ove rcome by indiv i d-
ual heroism or the painstaking wo rk of diligent self-
i m p rove m e n t .Th e re is no pandering whatsoever to the
notion that the fa m i ly are an imminent threat to them-
s e l ves or to (polite) society, w h i ch can only be averted or
contained by the enlightened action of outside fo rc e s
(the state, e m p l oye rs , ex p e r t s ,e t c ) .S u ch institutions are
re c ognised as only having the capacity to destroy both
the Gallaghers’ fragile practical unity and their sense of
who they are , as fully imbricated in each other’s live s
rather than separate individuals with isolated needs. S o
Shameless replaces earnest negativity with ex u b e ra n c e ,
the yearning for passionate fulfil m e n t , and outra g e o u s
c o m e dy bordering on fa rc e .

The price paid to avoid succumbing to the tra g i c
vision may appear to be a trivialisation of the levels of
d r u d g e ry, m i s e ry and suffering experienced by many
people in similar positions. F u r t h e r m o re the ex o t i c i s a-
tion of their pleasures and the general comic re n d e r i n g
skates over the more ominous manifestations of depre s-
s i o n ,e nv y, malice and hatred which re g u l a rly affli c t
those re a red in emotionally and materially deprived and
dysfunctional env i ronments (clearly, what counts as dy s-
functional is crucial here ) ,w h e re urgent necessity pre-
vents distance or re fle c t i o n .H oweve r, it should be clear,
to anyone who cares to pay attention, that all of the
ch a ra c t e rs in S h a m e l e s s a re deeply unhappy about many

things for most of the time.The difference is that, s i n c e
this is a mode of being which is entire ly familiar and
expected (‘it’s how life is’), t h e re is no particular re a s o n
to dwell on or agonise over it. Pe rsonal or social catastro-
phe may often fo l l ow events within a fa m i ly which can
be attributed to individual psych o l ogy and confli c t .B u t
it is just as like ly to be precipitated by more or less
u n p re d i c t able ex t e r n a l i t i e s — p a r t i c u l a rly the interve n-
tion of state agencies, or activities resulting from crime
and the pathologies of those outside one’s immediate
social nex u s .The sheer number and range of threats and
their potential origins means that a pragmatic fa t a l i s m
is the only sensible policy, if stultifying depression or
re a c t ive paranoia are to be avo i d e d .

S o, as with all the best television depictions of wo rk-
ing class life, it is the emotional realism on this phenom-
e n o l ogical level which will most strike a ch o rd with
v i ewe rs from similar back gro u n d s . But unlike virtually
all other examples that I can re c a l l ,t h e re is an ove r r i d-
ing sense in S h a m e l e s s that given the ongoing state of
e m e rg e n cy, eve ryone knows that things will—and will
h ave to—ch a n g e . And while all manner of disasters are
just around the corner or are alre a dy beginning to
u n fo l d , the only strategy that makes sense to effect
change for the better, i r re s p e c t ive of how desperate cir-
cumstances are , is to mobilise that single most impor-
tant source of hope, imagination and practical agency
w h i ch is embodied by the local social netwo rk where
i n d ividual strengths and heroics only matter if they con-
tribute to collective effo r t .

The Uses of Enchantment
Accounts of wo rking class experience ex p ressed in
social realism in the arts, l i t e ra t u re and media or in the
social and human sciences often also mirror preva i l i n g
d i s c o u rses of class, p a r t i c u l a rly by constructing a unifo r-

mity of ‘the masses’.This contrasts with the differe n t i a-
tion and distinctions found at higher levels of society
w h i ch have the power to institute general progra m m e s
and solutions from ab ove .S i m i l a rly the guardians of
i n t e rp retation and taste (rev i ewe rs ,c r i t i c s ,a c a d e m i c s )
t ry to fo rce re p resentations of lower class life into nar-
row and rigid categories, leading to a most unseemly
d i s a r ray in newspaper and magazine rev i ews trying to
categorise Shameless in terms of its genre status, q u a l i-
ty and relationship to current politically sensitive issues.
Seen through these lenses, the complexity and dive rs i t y
within and among the ch a ra c t e rs and the fecundity of
their ensemble is lost—when it is pre c i s e ly this differe n-
t i a t i o n , woven in practice into a wealth of meaning and
p o s s i b i l i t y, w h i ch yields the promise of active ,p ro d u c-
t ive ,c o l l e c t ive self-org a n i s a t i o n . As postmodern pas-
t i ch e , and in wit and irreve re n c e , comparisons with
Roseanne or The Simpsons sure ly make sense; and in
terms of affection and unapologetic self-criticism,Th e
R oyle Fa m i ly, Till Death Us Do Part and Bread spring to
m i n d . But the pre d i c t ab l e , static and safe sitcom fra m e-
wo rk has been re m oved along with the fundamental
appeal to re s p e c t ability that all of the afo re m e n t i o n e d
series relied upon. With a level of explicitness entire ly
a p p ropriate to its subjects, the proximity of horror and
the sublime, and most of all its dynamic indeterminacy,
Shameless is in a class of its own—in which optimistic
reading it is anarchic in the best sense, rather than the
wo rs t .
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