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What is forensic linguistics?
The study of legal texts

- the nature of legal language: statutes, contracts, wills
- language reform (e.g. Plain English Movement).

The study of legal linguistic practices.

- comprehension and use of the police caution.
- investigative interviewing.
- interpreting issues.
- courtroom linguistics.

The provision of linguistic evidence
- evidence of competence.
- ascertaining meaning
- evidence of textual origin.
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Legal language

I, Elvis A. Presley, a resident and citizen of Shelby County,
Tennessee, being of sound mind and disposing memory, do
hereby make, publish and declare this instrument to be my last
will and testament, hereby revoking any and all wills and codicils
by me at any time heretofore made...
I direct my Executor, hereinafter named, to pay all of my matured
debts and my funeral expenses, as well as the costs and
expenses of the administration of my estate, as soon after my
death as practicable…
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(Critical) discourse analysis of police interviews
(MacLeod, 2010)
IR:

and then what happened?

IE:

(.) they said "ah s- can we come back to your house"
(.) and I said "ok fine it's not very often I get
company" (.) didn't have a problem with it
(5)
so how had you felt about the night so far with=

IR:
IE:
IR:
IE:
IR:

=okay (.) no problems at all
(3)
and you'd said yes because you were w- w- enjoying the
c[ompany]
[yeah][I felt safe]
[so then] you felt safe •hh what u:m what
happened after that then how did you get (.) [home]

What is forensic linguistics?
The study of legal texts

- the nature of legal language: statutes, contracts, wills
- language reform (e.g. Plain English Movement).

The study of legal linguistic practices.

- comprehension and use of the police caution.
- investigative interviewing.
- interpreting issues.
- courtroom linguistics.

The provision of linguistic evidence
- evidence of competence.
- ascertaining meaning
- evidence of textual origin.

Investigative linguistics: the
investigation of forensically interesting
texts to aid investigation and or
provide evidence

Authorship analysis

R v Lunn – Leeds Crown Court
Two blackmail letters sent to elderly residents
of a housing estate

R v Lunn

Authorship analysis

McMenamin (2010: 163)

R v Lunn

R v Lunn

Bullet 1
Bullet 1a
Bullet 2

R v Lunn

R v Lunn

Google search results:
nieghbours: 962,000 hits
nieghbours + ourselfs: 409 hits
nieghbours + ourselfs + infact + infront: 113 hits

R v Lunn

Bullet 1
Bullet 1a
Bullet 2

Authorship analysis: R v Birks
Amanda Birks
Died 17th January 2009, Stoke-on-Trent, UK.
House fire - Christopher Birks rescued children but could not rescue Amanda.

Evidence of murder?
No smoke inhalation.
No attempt at escape.
Wearing outside clothes in bed.
Evidence of timing?
Amanda sent SMS text messages throughout the day until 19:48.

Amanda Birk’s
texting style.

No use by CB
‘ad’ for 'had'
‘don’t’ for ‘don’t'

Rare use by CB
‘t’ for 'the'
‘bak’ for 'back'
‘av’ for 'have'
‘wud’ for 'would'

Some use by CB
‘w’ for 'with'
‘wil’ for 'will'
‘y’ for ‘yes’
‘wen’ for ‘when’

Messages sent from AB’s phone
17/1/09

Christopher Birk’s
texting style.

I love u my gorgeous sexy babe!
Xxx

No use by AB
‘2’ for ‘to’

00:40:00

with no trailing space

Got go fetch milly. Val cant cope w
her x

‘4’ for ‘for’

10:04:00

Wen r u up 4a repeat performance?

Xx

11:39:00

Wot do think? Cant believe theresa!
Xx

with no trailing space

‘wiv’ for ‘with'
‘jst’ for ‘just'
‘dnt’ for ‘dont'

11:49:00

Rare use by AB

Txt me, talkin with chris. X x

Use of ‘,’ (comma)

12:07:00

About your route, spk lata, talkin
with chris. X x
12:10:00

U wen u filled ur application in. X x

12:39:00

‘4get’ for ‘forget'
‘thanx’ for ‘thanks'
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Christopher Birk’s
texting style.

Am talkin wiv chris, am confused.
Ur 2 young 4me. X x

No use by AB

12:39:00

Txt u lata. X x
12:41:00

Chris is sayin the same, giv me
space, u know wot i think of u. X
12:54:00

Not sure yet, am jst talkin wiv chris
so will txt u lata, dont worry.

13:02:02

Dnt kno, need think, am goin relax
in bath then go sleep, really tired. X

‘2’ for ‘to’

with no trailing space

‘4’ for ‘for’

with no trailing space

‘wiv’ for ‘with'
‘jst’ for ‘just'
‘dnt’ for ‘dont'

Rare use by AB

14:03:00

Use of ‘,’ (comma)

Will do when i wake up, so tired.
Need talk 2 chris. Still hav feelins
4him. X

‘4get’ for ‘forget'

14:05:00

‘thanx’ for ‘thanks'
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Messages sent from AB’s phone
17/1/09

Christopher Birk’s
texting style.

Sorry just want time 2think. Been
talkin 2chris so tryin get my head
2getha! R u out with wayne 2nite? X

No use by AB
‘2’ for ‘to’

17:32:00

with no trailing space

Thanx tim, i just want chris talk 2me
right, he needs learn not take his
stresses out on me, then we can b
happy. X

‘4’ for ‘for’

17:37:00

Goin stay in and look through my
aromatherapy books, 2tired u hav fun.
Xx
18:11:00

Dont really want talk, am shattered,
nan says i shud sort it, we had a talk n
probably will, he just needs talk 2me
better! Xx
19:34:00

Weve come so far, had a great xmas,
things just ontop of us, think we need a
holiday. Xx

19:34:00

with no trailing space

‘wiv’ for ‘with'
‘jst’ for ‘just'
‘dnt’ for ‘dont'

Rare use by AB
Use of ‘,’ (comma)
‘4get’ for ‘forget'
‘thanx’ for ‘thanks'

Forensic discourse analysis – ‘textual origin’.
Her Majesty’s Advocate (HMA) v O’Brien – Glasgow Sherriff Court
8 police witness statements in the names of four individual officers;
4 collected 2012 as part of original investigation;
4 collected 2013 in response to official complaint against police
lodged by the defendant

HMA v O’Brien

Bullet 1
Bullet 1a
Bullet 2

HMA v O’Brien

Disciplines employed by forensic linguistics
grammar,
semantics,
pragmatics,
sociolinguistics,
linguistics of the individual speaker,
discourse analysis
corpus linguistics
ethnography
computational linguistics,
psycholinguistics,
morphology,
EFL studies,
translation studies,
language acquisition,
…

Further reading
Coulthard, M., Johnson, A. and Wright, D. (2016) Language in Evidence.
An Introduction to Forensic Linguistics (2nd edition), Routledge.
Coulthard, M. & Johnson, A. (eds) (2010) The Routledge Handbook of
Forensic Linguistics.
Papers from The International Journal of Speech, Language and the Law
(IJSLL) https://journals.equinoxpub.com/index.php/IJSLL
Papers from Language and Law/ Linguagem e Direito (free)
http://tinyurl.com/linguagem-direito.
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