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Drawing on interviews with prison inmates in Portugal, the aim of this paper is
to contribute towards a more practical approach and greater sensitivity to the
situatedness of the so-called CSI effect by examining the heterogeneous
elements involved in the construction of meanings for forensic science and
technology. It discusses the ways in which this particular group’s
representations of forensic genetics reveal forms of exposure to, but also
distancing from, the cultural images circulated by the media. The results
indicate that, given that they are in an advantageous position for acquiring
knowledge of these issues, this group is relatively skeptical of fictionalized
portrayals of DNA technology as infallible and as the most powerful tool
that can be used to solve crime. Prison inmates construct a grounded
assessment of forensic technologies that derives from the position they
occupy in the real world of crime and criminal investigation.
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Introduction

Popular and academic discussion of how the media portrays the uses of forensic
identification technology in criminal investigation work and the effects this may
have on different audiences has been restricted to the role of television and its
impact on different actors in the criminal justice system. Most of the debate has
unfolded around the so-called CSI effect, a reference to Crime Scene Investigation
(CSI), the most popular television crime drama in the world (Brewer and Ley 2009,
p. 111). Considerable attention has been directed towards the possible influence of
this TV show on jury decision-making in criminal trials. Although there is no con-
sensus on the direction of the expected impacts, it seems to be generally assumed
that CSI may influence jurors to place more weight on forensic evidence produced
using high-tech tools – in particular, DNA evidence – than on other kinds of
evidence (Podlas 2006, Tyler 2006a, Cole and Dioso-Villa 2007, 2009, Robbers
2008).
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High-tech crime dramas circulate cultural images which reflect dominant and
taken-for-granted assumptions about crime and criminals (Jewkes 2004), the
work of investigators and the authoritative power of forensic identification tech-
niques, in particular the interpretation of DNA fingerprinting as “infallible evi-
dence” (McCartney 2006). This imagery is constructed and perpetuated not only
by popular television shows but also by journalists, lawyers and legal scholars
(Lynch et al. 2008, p. xi).
Literature on the alleged CSI effect has also discussed the influence of the tele-

vision series in shaping perceptions of DNA technology, crime scene examination
procedures and the identification of offenders on audiences who are removed from
the real world of criminal investigation and the work of the law courts. Hence the
prevailing focus on the influence of CSI and its clones on juries – ordinary citizens
summoned by the courts to assess criminal cases that may be complex and may
involve DNA evidence.
The aim of this article is to extend the scope of the debate on the CSI effect

through an analysis of 31 qualitative interviews with prison inmates in Portugal.
It discusses the ways in which this particular group’s representations of forensic gen-
etics reveal forms of exposure to, but also a distancing from, the cultural images cir-
culated by the media which portray DNA evidence as highly reliable and almost
infallible. The intention is to contribute towards a more practical approach and
greater sensitivity to the situatedness of the CSI effect by emphasizing the funda-
mental role of the personal experiences of prisoners and the fact that they are in
an advantageous position to acquire knowledge of forensic identification techno-
logies, due to their place in the real world of crime and criminal investigation.
An approach is proposed which provides a comprehensive understanding, taking

into account the various heterogeneous elements involved in the construction of
meanings for forensic science and technology (Mopas 2007). This analysis is
empirically supported by the narratives produced by prison inmates in Portugal,
paying particular attention to the ways in which this social group’s representations
of forensic genetics, crime scene work and criminal practices reveal translation pro-
cesses that combine social actions and material elements (ibid.). These social
actions express the social position of the convicted criminals within a network of
heterogeneous actors that includes human actors (criminals, the police and law
enforcement authorities, and society in general) and non-human actors (technical
elements such as DNA profiling and fingerprinting).

The CSI effect: embracing complexity

The structure and narrative logic of television series such as CSI combine the tra-
ditional elements of the genre, such as the melodrama of the police force involved
in fighting violent crime, with elements associated with the aura of infallibility sur-
rounding forensic technology and laboratory procedures. The episodes usually
begin with the discovery of a crime, followed by the recovery and analysis of
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traces and various interrogations, and culminate in the suspect being confronted
with the evidence and their subsequent confession in the face of its apparently
implacable certainty. As such, CSI offers a repertoire of wishful-thinking science
(Kruse 2010), envisaging a better society in which crime is eradicated with the
aid of forensic science.
Various authors argue that this unique combination of melodramatic elements,

easily perceived as fiction, and elements derived from technology and DNA evi-
dence associated with the myth of infallibility and the ability to produce the
truth (Podlas 2006, Mopas 2007, Lynch et al. 2008), makes it difficult to dis-
tinguish between fiction and reality (Cavender and Deutsch 2007, Deutsch and
Cavender 2008). CSI therefore appears to produce something hybrid which has
also been described as a “blurred line between the hard facts of reality and the
soft, quick solutions of entertainment” (Durnal 2010, p. 1).
The idea that CSI incorporates a fusion of fictional elements, destined to entertain

audiences, and serious elements – such as the work of the police authorities and
forensic scientists engaged in combating violent crime through the use of highly
sophisticated technologies – has fueled the debate on the so-called CSI effect.
This discussion has produced three main lines of argument concerning the poten-

tial effects created by the exposure of different audiences to the content of televi-
sion programs such as CSI, which I consider important in embracing the
complexity of the cultural meanings constructed by prison inmates when talking
about the TV show and which I called the “moral authority effect,” the “(credible)
distortion of reality effect,” and the “educational effect.” These three possible
effects of viewing CSI will be explained in the next section, and it will later be
argued that prisoners’ narratives on this television series reveal a combination of
all three types of impact.
The moral authority effect corresponds to the idea that CSI reinforces the belief

in science as producing certainty and truth, therefore enabling crimes to be solved
and the common good to be reinforced (Gever 2005). At the same time, it conso-
lidates the moral authority of the police (Jackson and Bradford 2009) in making use
of sophisticated technology during the course of their work (Deutsch and Cavender
2008, Williams and Johnson 2008). The overall impact of this effect is what Caven-
der and Deutsch describe as a “new forensic realism to fuse the police and science
with a convergent moral authority” (2007, p. 68). In concrete terms, the “moral
authority effect” of CSI is seen as being able to create more public support for
the expansion of DNA databases and more intensive use of forensic technologies
to catch criminals (Cutter 2006, Brewer and Ley 2009, Innes and Clarke 2009),
while also reinforcing punitive visions and surveillance by highlighting the benefits
of using forensic technologies to fight and prevent crime (Duster 2004, Neyroud
and Disley 2008, Hindmarsh 2010, Williams 2010).
The “(credible) distortion of reality effect” is produced by the fact that, in CSI,

criminal investigation work, invested with the power of science, is presented
without any of the ambiguities and uncertainties of the real world, offering certainty
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and condemning the guilty (Cavender and Deutsch 2007, pp. 68–69). Images of
forensic science, identification technologies based on DNA profiling and the
actual investigators are based on close resemblance to certain techniques used in
real life, constructing culturally valid meanings. CSI presents what Deutsch and
Cavender (2008) call a creative sense of forensic realism which ignores the contin-
gencies associated with DNA technology in the real world. This aspect of the CSI
effect has been cited as leading juries in adversarial justice systems to over-value
DNA evidence (Podlas 2006, Tyler 2006a, 2006b, Robbers 2008) and creating
unrealistic expectations regarding police investigative work and the effective
power of forensic technologies in solving criminal cases (Huey 2010).
Finally, the “educational effect” takes two separate and even contradictory

forms, producing a “‘hypothesis swapping’ in which evidence supporting one sup-
posed effect was used to support claims about the existence of a different effect”
(Cole and Dioso-Villa 2009, p. 1346). One aspect of the “educational effect” is
related to the argument that viewing CSI is beneficial, since it makes the public
better able to interpret and assess scientific evidence if they have to serve on a
jury in a criminal trial. A second aspect of the CSI educational effect emphasizes
the negative impacts of watching the program, alleging that the series serves to
educate criminals or potential criminals, by teaching them and encouraging them
to remove clues from crime scenes and making themmore sophisticated. This nega-
tive educational effect is generally cited by the police, who claim that criminals
become cleverer, making the work of the authorities more difficult (Durnal
2010). It is plausible that “professional” criminals, who plan crimes and take the
type of technologies used by the police into account, have become, to a certain
extent, informal crime scene experts, as suggested by Prainsack and Kitzberger
(2009), in the sense that they leave no traces.

Morality, fictionalized realism and educational impacts

A pioneering work on criminals’ views of forensic identification technologies was
produced by Prainsack and Kitzberger (2009). Although the authors were more
interested in approaching “other ways of understanding DNA in the field of criminal
investigation” than discussing the CSI effect among offenders, they came to the con-
clusion that prison inmates also acquire a knowledge of forensic DNA technologies
from the TV series, but combine this knowledge with (criminal) expertise on mana-
ging the risks of being caught (Prainsack and Kitzberger 2009, pp. 52–53). Another
fundamental contribution to our understanding of criminals’ representations of
DNA technology can be found in Prainsack’s analysis of the differences and simi-
larities in the understanding of, and attitudes towards, forensic DNA technologies
demonstrated by law enforcement agencies and prisoners (Prainsack 2010), in
which the author shows how those who use forensic DNA technologies reveal a
rather nuanced understanding of the probative value of DNA evidence, while pri-
soners tend to regard DNA profiling as infallible and true (Prainsack 2010, p. 171).
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It is generally accepted that individuals are not passive receptors of the media
(Sacco 1995), but when the information in question concerns matters that are
further removed from their everyday experience, the reality that is transmitted to
the audiences is shaped and contextualized by journalists (McCombs 2004, p. 1).
In other words, can it be said that the further removed individuals are from the
everyday routines of criminal investigation work, the more vulnerable they are to
the CSI effect? If this hypothesis can be accepted in theoretical terms, what does
this mean in empirical terms? That individuals who are more distant from the
real world of criminal investigation are more ready to believe that science and
police work based on advanced forensic technologies are totally efficient and
always correctly identify the perpetrators of crimes? If we accept that this hypoth-
esis is sound, how should we consider the kinds of influence to which individuals
closely involved in the routine work portrayed in CSI are subjected, namely police
investigators, forensic scientists – and, of course, criminals themselves? Is this
group – which is very heterogeneous and occupies specific places within the
social hierarchy and power relationships – more skeptical of the images projected
by CSI of science and technology used in criminal investigations?
Some authors consider that specialists in forensic science and criminal investi-

gation work reveal a more critical attitude towards such fictional portrayals of for-
ensic science than laypersons. As Lynch and co-authors demonstrate, experienced
forensic scientists are quick to point out that the reality of forensic science is far less
clear and certain than what is portrayed on television (Lynch et al. 2008, p. x).
Following a different line of reasoning, Huey (2010) explores how police officers
perceive the impact of unrealistic images of police work in television programs on
the public’s perceptions of their own work and duties, suggesting that the police
also tend to think that the high-tech science portrayed by the media is far
removed from reality. Prainsack argues that while convicted criminals tend to
regard forensic DNA profiling as infallible and true, law enforcers had a rather
nuanced understanding of the probative vale of DNA evidence, emphasizing that
the meaningfulness of DNA technologies lies in the social and professional con-
texts of their use (Prainsack 2010, p. 171).
This article argues that it is necessary to develop an analysis of the CSI effect that

is able to capture the complexity and heterogeneity of its various impacts in local,
socially and culturally determined contexts. It is necessary to consolidate the tools
that capture the hybrid and diverse nature of the impacts that may be produced in
different audiences, both law-abiding citizens and potential or convicted criminals,
whether they are familiar with crime scene examination procedures in criminal
investigation work and the weight given to forensic evidence in court, or not.
My focus is similar to the approach proposed by Duster (2006) when explaining

the differential trust of DNA forensic technology: the author argues that while some
people see DNA evidence as definitive, others (like Africans and Latinos living in
major cities in the USA) remain highly skeptical because they consider that DNA
technology may not be used fairly in a criminal justice system that is tainted and
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corrupted (Duster 2006, p. 294). Duster proposes the concept of “grounded assess-
ment” as an approach to views on DNA technology to explain why there are sharp
differences in perceptions of developments in DNA technology and forensics, by
which underprivileged ethnic minorities are more inclined to express distrust and
suspicion grounded on their previous negative experiences with the criminal
justice system. This concept is borrowed here in order to explore how Portuguese
prison inmates view DNA technologies by making sense of what they see on tele-
vision by merging certain elements of the fictional representations of high-tech
crime scene work with their own experiences of dealing with the criminal justice
system, as well as their particular perceptions of criminal activities and the work
of the crime investigation authorities.

A grounded assessment of CSI portraits of forensic science

After obtaining authorization from the Portuguese General Board of Prison Ser-
vices, 31 semi-structured interviews were conducted with inmates in three
prisons for adult males in the north of Portugal between May and September
2009. The aim was to analyze the prisoners’ social representations of the potential
of the national forensic DNA database, established in Portugal by Law 5/2008 of
12 February, for preventing and deterring crime. The selection of interviewees was
devised as a theoretical sample, based on representativeness by diversity and exem-
plariness (Hamel et al. 1993), and conjugated with a convenience sampling by con-
sidering the individuals that would be more predisposed to participate in this study,
according to the information gathered by the administration in each prison.
The prisoners interviewed were mostly primary offenders (n ¼ 24) and the

crimes which led to their incarceration were: homicide (n ¼ 11); rape and/or
sexual abuse of minors (n ¼ 8); theft (n ¼ 8); drug trafficking (n ¼ 4); driving
without a license (n ¼ 2); and qualified fraud (n ¼ 1). The length of the sentences
varied between under three years to 25 years. We must emphasize that 20 of the 31
interviewed inmates were given a sentence which was more than five years and less
than 20 years in prison (for more methodological details, see Machado et al. 2011).
One of the topics in the interview script was related to the prisoners’ main sources
of information on DNA and on the uses of forensic genetics in criminal investi-
gation. Using the responses to this topic, it was possible to capture many narratives
spontaneously produced by prisoners concerning the CSI television series.
The prison inmates revealed a rather complex range of sources of knowledge of

criminal investigation and forensic technologies that could not be explained simply
by reference to watching television crime drama (Prainsack and Kitzberger 2009).
Although a large majority of respondents mentioned television as the main source
of their knowledge of crime scene traces, with specific references to CSI – in the
case of 19 out of 31 individuals – crime drama was not the only media genre they
cited as providing information on criminal investigation and forensic identification
techniques. Some individuals referred to several other TV genres, such as news
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broadcasts and documentaries that describe the use of forensic genetics in criminal
investigation work, which indicates the importance of considering how multiple
forms of media use relate to the general public’s perceptions of DNA evidence
(Brewer and Ley 2009, p. 99). Other sources were also cited by the prison
inmates: the press, conversations with other prisoners, the internet, radio, school
and personal experience of dealing with the criminal justice system. For the pur-
poses of this article I will focus only on the prison inmates’ narratives associated
with the CSI TV show.
While literature on the subject suggests that it might be difficult for the ordinary

viewer to distinguish between reality and fiction when confronted with CSI’s foren-
sic realism, these prison informants were able to establish a dividing line between
fiction and reality. Although representations of crime scene work in the popular
media allegedly lack the uncertainties and ambiguities of crime scene work in
“the real world,” some prison inmates may have experienced the reality – how
crime scenes are really managed – or may have had conversations with other
inmates about this. Prisoners (as well as the authorities and forensic science
experts) are in an advantageous position to acquire knowledge which provides
the skills to enable them to distinguish between the reality and fiction of the CSI cul-
tural images. The narratives of the prisoners revealed, to a certain degree, how
spending time in prison was important to gain skills on how to distinguish what
is real and fiction in crime TV series: to talk with other prison inmates was a valuable
knowledge source about how to commit a crime or how to decrease the risk of detec-
tion and conviction (Beauregard and Bouchard 2010, see also Foucault 1975).
The “(credible) distortion of reality effect” or, in other words, the belief that CSI

represents a fictional image of the reality of criminal investigation work but also
contains a degree of truth, was described by Valter, a 25-year-old prisoner, sen-
tenced to 18 years for kidnapping, rape and aggravated burglary, when he stated
that before he went into prison he thought that “it was all fiction” but after
hearing stories from other prisoners began to believe that the television series con-
tained some truth:

Before coming here we had the idea that “Hey, that’s television, it’s all rubbish. [The
criminal investigator] will never know that he is guilty just from a single hair.” But
then I came to prison and started hearing things like “this was because of a drop of
blood he left on a window, and that was because of a speck of blood on his trousers.”
A guy starts to become more up-to-date, right? By listening to more information on
the subject.

Other prisoners explained the fusion between reality and fiction in CSI by stating
that CSI illustrates the reality of crime scene investigations in more advanced
countries such as the USA and the UK. However, they felt that Portugal’s actual
resources and methods of carrying out criminal investigation work were far
removed from the high science portrayed in CSI because of the lack of equipment
to do crime scene work and insufficient training of criminal investigation police.
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Feliciano, aged 32, and serving a 12-year sentence for murder, summarized the
attempts by the Portuguese police to become more technologically advanced and
the difficulties that arise in those attempts:

The necessary conditions and infrastructures [in order to improve criminal investi-
gation] have to be created [in Portugal]. And I don’t like to talk about this,
because it seems we are placing Portugal behind countries more . . . no, not back-
wards, but less developed. I believe that it is happening in other countries, if I’m
not mistaken, like the United States [of America] and the United Kingdom . . . A
few months ago they were saying on television that the Portuguese forensic police
[sic] received a . . . vehicle equipped with everything, like CSI Miami [laughs].
This means that the Portuguese justice is also trying to keep up with its counterparts
regarded as more developed. Of course, we don’t have many [vehicles equipped with
crime scene investigation kits], we have a few, while other countries have plenty,
[Portugal] has got just a few. But it will take the necessary qualification, training
and maintenance so that the Portuguese agents – mainly the police – have the necess-
ary conditions . . . like the great powerful countries have . . .

The inmates displayed skepticism or a general mistrust of DNA evidence, since in
their own personal experiences with the authorities – when they had been accused
of committing a particular crime – or in the reports they had heard from other
offenders, DNA had not been used. They considered that the kind of criminal inves-
tigation work carried out in Portugal was based much more on fingerprints in the
police databases and analysis of the modus operandi of criminals rather than on
the use of DNA profiling – which is actually true for forensic crime scene inves-
tigations all over the world (Schroeder and White 2009).
The Madeleine McCann case, a high-profile criminal case which unfolded in

Portugal in 2007 and received a great deal of media attention worldwide
(Machado and Santos 2009), provided a concrete reference point for the percep-
tions of some prisoners that there are limitations to forensic science and proving,
in the opinion of some, that there is a great deal of fiction in the idea conveyed
by CSI that DNA is a rapid and infallible means of solving criminal cases
almost instantaneously. Artur, 38 years old, sentenced to 12 years for aggravated
burglary and theft, mentioned that fingerprints were probably more effective than
DNA in identifying criminals, justifying his opinion on the basis of personal
experience and also with reference to the disappearance of Madeleine McCann:1

They say that DNA is also efficient. I don’t know because I’ve never been in any of
those situations . . . Fingerprints, yes, I’ve had experience of that, right? But I don’t
know about DNA. [If you look at the Madeleine McCann case] I think that if
[DNA] was efficient they would have been able to say whose blood it really was.

The prison inmates were relatively skeptical of the image of forensic science por-
trayed in CSI: they believed in the potential of DNA to incriminate (or prove inno-
cence) – but did not believe in its efficacy in the real world of criminal
investigation work in Portugal. This position on the uses of high-science
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technology – in particular DNA technology – is an example of “grounded assess-
ment,” as described by Duster (2006) in a USA context and leads to the debate
whether DNA profiling can be viewed by marginalized populations as better or
worse for them than traditional policing technologies. As discussed above, the Por-
tuguese inmates seem to prefer a technology that is very intrusive but is perceived
as fair and egalitarian. A considerable number of inmates claimed that additional
intensive and extensive uses of forensic DNA databases were desirable because
more “scientific tools” might be more protective of their own individual rights,
possibly increasing potential for exoneration or at least protecting them from
illegal and incriminatory police actions such as planting biological evidence in
crime scenes, forcing confessions or using snitches (Machado et al. 2011,
Machado and Prainsack 2012). In the words of Tomás, 28 years old, convicted
of rape and murder, there were ethical questions raised by the creation of a forensic
DNA database that covered the entire population, but concluded that the benefits
outweighed the risks of repression and the threat to individual rights:

I know that a universal database would create a big ethical problem in terms of vio-
lating freedoms . . . but really I think it should be extended – I’m being a bit radical
here – to all individuals. It should cover the whole [Portuguese] population.

The fact that DNA technology is perceived as something distant from the reality of
criminal investigation work in Portugal served as the grounds for prisoners to
reveal, through their narratives, a combination of the “(credible) distortion of
reality effect” and the “moral authority effect”: the overwhelming majority of inter-
viewees conveyed the notion that ideally criminal investigation should function as
it does in the television series, that is, by resorting to advanced and totally efficient
technology to identify the perpetrators of crimes. They therefore projected a
wishful-thinking moral authority, arguing that in an ideal world forensic techno-
logies should be used to solve crimes and thus contribute to the common good.
In this ideal world in which criminal investigation is principally based only on
high-science technology – as is the case with CSI – a state of automation can
be reached in which the truth is determined by technology. This belief that techno-
logy may, in the future, solve various problems faced by prisoners – incriminatory
police practices and the subjective nature of court rulings – perhaps explains why
12 out of 31 prisoners supported the creation of a universal DNA profile database
(i.e. one which covers the entire population). As Feliciano, whom we encountered
before in this paper, mentioned:

You just need to input the data, right? And, automatically, the [DNA] database carries
out an instant search – I think – and a few minutes later, or less, it will confirm
whether [the profile] really matches the individual or not . . . it will speed up investi-
gations and save time [. . .] the faster justice works, the faster things can improve.

DNA technology was perceived as something that could potentially eliminate the
contingencies and discrimination generated by the human actors in the criminal

New Genetics and Society 279

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [b

-o
n:

 B
ib

lio
te

ca
 d

o 
co

nh
ec

im
en

to
 o

nl
in

e 
U

M
in

ho
] a

t 0
9:

50
 0

4 
A

pr
il 

20
13

 



justice system and therefore strengthen the moral authority of police work through
the use of science, which they saw as neutral and capable of reaching the truth. Tel-
evision culture fosters expectations concerning the absolute certainty of traces or
DNA evidence and the “easy” and rapid way in which the police can solve
complex criminal cases (Hughes and Magers 2007, p. 261). This creation of unrea-
listic expectations appears to increase negative assessments of the work of the Por-
tuguese police. In fact, the existence of real-life criminal cases, widely publicized in
the media, in which DNA did not reveal the solution to the crime may reinforce
images of the inefficiency of the Portuguese police (Machado and Santos 2009,
2011), which also coincide with negative representations and feelings of alienation
with regard to the justice system in Portugal, which is seen as slow, inefficient and
discriminatory (Machado and Silva 2010).
Finally, many inmates said that, through news broadcasts and crime dramas such

as CSI, television could act as a source of knowledge and learning for criminals, by
teaching them and encouraging them to eliminate traces from crime scenes and
making them more sophisticated – something which has been reported in literature
on the subject, such as the “CSI effect – police chiefs’ version” (Cole and Dioso-
Villa 2007, p. 452). These opinions were framed by a law-abiding stance in which
the educational effect acquired meaning for individuals from a moral perspective.
Being knowledgeable about how to avoid leaving traces at crime scenes, showing
an interest in TV crime dramas, or even talking about TV crime series, seemed to be
viewed by some interviewees with suspicion as a sign of being a “real” criminal or
of having criminal intentions, i.e., something which they wanted to distance them-
selves from. Other inmates emphasized the negative effect of criminals watching
TV series such as CSI and expressed concerns about the potential harmful
effects. Joel, 22 years old, serving a sentence of five years and six months for aggra-
vated rape, expressed his concern regarding the instrumental value of the knowl-
edge obtained by watching CSI:

CSI is fiction, but it teaches you how to commit a crime . . . [One day] we were watch-
ing CSI and my mate even said “look, they’re teaching us how we should kill a
person.” We laughed and joked about it, but it’s actually true . . . CSI teaches you a
lot . . . how a person can be protected from incriminating evidence . . . That is what
I don’t agree with.

In stating that TV series can teach criminals how to avoid leaving DNA traces at
crime scenes but adding that they “aren’t interested in that,” the interviewees
seem to have reconstructed their identities in a prison context by exteriorizing
what they believe to be a socially acceptable identity (Goffman 1959, 1963). Pris-
oners appeared to talk about criminals with a sense of “otherness,” adopting the
stance of the righteous citizen. This position expresses an attempt to align them-
selves with the moral authority of science – perceived as the language of truth.
The narratives constructed around television series and views of forensic science
associated with media discourses carry with them images of good and evil and
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reflect the co-production of knowledge and social order (Jasanoff 2004) through
which prison inmates relate to institutions of power.

Conclusion

The results indicate the existence of a critical and reflexive stance adopted by the
prison inmates in relation to the super-science imagery portrayed in TV crime
dramas such as CSI, namely when interviewees stressed the discrepancies
between TV fiction and reality and pointed out the weaknesses of DNA technol-
ogies due to possible human error or abusive uses by authorities.
DNA technology emerges as an important non-human actor which is involved in

the construction of the meanings prisoners attribute to the role of DNA evidence
within the justice system. As a result of their negative experiences of the criminal
justice system, the majority of prisoners saw the use of DNA in criminal investi-
gation work and the use of DNA forensic databases as a shield that will protect
them from the aprioristic and systematic suspicion which they felt the authorities
subject those with a criminal past.
Although the majority of the prison informants reproduced the association

between DNA and high science, some individuals demonstrated a certain skepti-
cism towards DNA evidence, emphasizing the idea that the probative value of
DNA profiling lies in the social contexts of its use. In other words, some prisoners
believed that CSI portrays the reality of the more advanced countries, while expres-
sing skepticism regarding the feasibility of the CSI image in Portugal, which they
still consider a backward country in terms of the latest technological criminal inves-
tigation methods. While some prisoners asserted that the criminal investigation
work supported by forensic genetics in this TV series was totally fictional, other
individuals thought that it might correspond to some extent with a reality that
could emerge in an ideal world or probably in the future. There was also the ques-
tion of physical and cultural “proximity” (Jewkes 2004, pp. 51–53). The prisoners
seemed to be more aware of cases that had occurred close to them and they could
gather more information on the actual capabilities of the local police from these
sources, i.e., on the basis of real-life cases heavily publicized in the media, from
the testimonies of fellow prisoners who had been sentenced on the basis of
scientific evidence, or from their own experiences. The arrest and sentencing of
criminals may also constitute an important – if not the most important – lesson
in forensic science and how to avoid detection in any future crimes. In addition
to the experience of arrest and trial, it is highly likely that the level of forensic
knowledge increases exponentially during time spent in prison, to the extent that
prisons are places that encourage the sharing of experiences and knowledge of
the world of crime.
This article also intends to contribute to an understanding of the so-called “police

chief’s effect” which entails the assumption that CSI educates criminals on how to
avoid detection, a topic that still remains underexplored in the literature (for
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exceptions see Prainsack and Kitzberger 2009, Durnal 2010). The views of the Por-
tuguese prison inmates about DNA technology and its uses in criminal investi-
gation cannot simply be explained by the CSI effect. Rather, the prisoners made
sense of what they saw on television by merging certain elements of representations
of high-tech crime scene work with their own experiences. As well as obtaining
knowledge of forensic science and criminal methods, it should be borne in mind
that prisoners also construct representations and perceptions of the police force
itself, its methods, capabilities and equipment – what I have called a grounded
assessment of CSI portrayals of forensic science. These representations are based
on the idea of the moral authority of science (Jasanoff 2006) in which the potential
educational effect of CSI on criminals acquires the status of legitimate knowledge
and proximity to the law-abiding prism.
An analysis of the narratives of prisoners enables the CSI effect to be discussed

within a cultural and social context that is separate from the criminal justice system
and investigative police work in the USA, the country which produces the televi-
sion series and on which the debate on the influence of high-tech crime dramas on
various audiences has been focused. This article may therefore contribute to an
understanding of the potential effects of CSI in social contexts marked by the
use of DNA technology to identify criminals that has still not been fully developed,
and by the inquisitorial nature of the justice system and police work. These differ-
ences in the cultural and judicial context appear to create additional tensions
between the fictional images of criminal investigation transmitted by CSI and
interpretations of the concrete reality of criminal investigation.
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Note

1. The Madeleine McCann case is the unsolved case of the disappearance of a three-year-old
English girl, during a family holiday in a beach resort in Portugal in May 2007. It was one of
the most high-profile cases (in terms of media coverage and public attention worldwide) of the
decade and was covered by the British and the Portuguese tabloid press in such a dramatic
way that could well have been mistaken for a CSI plot (Machado and Santos 2009). The
police discovered blood and other biological traces in the McCann’s holiday apartment, as
well as in their rented car. But while science was portrayed by the tabloid press as the (only)
solution for the crime the absence of a scientific explanation for the known facts placed the
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capabilities and limitations of real science against fictionalized representations of forensic science
(Machado and Santos 2009).
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