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AN ANALYSIS OF COURTROOM DISCOURSE AND LEGAL LANGUAGE IN THE NOVELS OF SCOTT TUROW 

Annotation 

This article examines the linguistic features of legal discourse and courtroom communication in the legal thrillers of attorney-

novelist Scott Turow. Using critical discourse analysis, forensic linguistics, pragmatics, and literary criticism, it explores how legal 

terminology, courtroom interaction, and rhetorical strategies create an authentic legal environment. The findings demonstrate the 

relationship between language, law, and literary representation, highlighting the gap between legal procedures and human realities. 
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ЛИНГВИСТИЧЕСКИЙ АНАЛИЗ СУДЕБНОГО ДИСКУРСА И ЮРИДИЧЕСКОГО ЯЗЫКА В РОМАНАХ 

СКОТТА ТУРОУ 

Аннотация 

В статье исследуются особенности юридического дискурса и судебной коммуникации в юридических триллерах Скотта 

Туроу. На основе методов критического дискурс-анализа, судебной лингвистики, прагматики и литературоведческого 

анализа рассматриваются юридическая терминология, судебное взаимодействие и риторические стратегии, 

формирующие достоверную правовую среду. Результаты исследования раскрывают взаимосвязь языка, права и 

художественного текста, а также противоречие между юридическими процедурами и человеческой реальностью. 

Ключевые слова: Юридический дискурс, судебная лингвистика, Скотт Туроу, судебная коммуникация, прагматика, 

критический дискурс-анализ, риторика. 

 

SKOTT TUROU ROMANLARIDA SUD DISKURSI VA YURIDIK TILNING LINGVISTIK TAHLILI 

Annotatsiya 

Mazkur maqolada Skott Turou yuridik trillerlarida huquqiy diskurs va sud kommunikatsiyasining lingvistik xususiyatlari tahlil 

qilinadi. Tanqidiy diskurs tahlili, sud lingvistikasi, pragmatika va adabiyotshunoslik yondashuvlari asosida yuridik terminologiya, 

sud muloqoti hamda ritorik strategiyalarning ishonchli huquqiy muhitni yaratishdagi o‘rni o‘rganiladi. Tadqiqot natijalari til, huquq 

va badiiy matn o‘rtasidagi bog‘liqlikni hamda huquqiy protseduralar bilan insoniy voqelik o‘rtasidagi tafovutni yoritadi. 

Kalit so‘zlar: Huquqiy diskurs, sud lingvistikasi, Skott Turou, sud kommunikatsiyasi, pragmatika, tanqidiy diskurs tahlili, ritorika. 

 

Introduction. The intersection of law and literature is 

grounded in a shared reliance on narrative construction, textual 

interpretation, and the strategic deployment of language to 

establish authority and truth. Within contemporary American 

fiction, the courtroom thriller serves as an ideological and 

linguistic site where the complexities of the adversarial legal 

system are rendered accessible to lay audiences. At the 

forefront of this genre stands Scott Turow, an active practicing 

attorney whose debut novel, Presumed Innocent (1987), 

fundamentally disrupted the paradigms of popular legal fiction 

by replacing idealized investigative tropes with a meticulous, 

legally realistic portrayal of institutional mechanics. 

While literary criticism frequently evaluates Turow’s 

novels through thematic lenses, focusing on ethical ambiguity, 

the fallibility of justice, or the psychological collapse of the 

legal professional, there remains a critical necessity for rigorous 

linguistic interrogation. Turow's novels present a unique corpus 

for analysis because an insider proficient in «legalese» and the 

strategic maneuvering of courtroom performance crafts them. 

His works, including The Burden of Proof (1990), Pleading 

Guilty (1993), Reversible Errors (2002), and Innocent (2010), 

function as complex simulations of actual legal discourse. 

The primary aim of this research is to perform a 

comprehensive, qualitative discourse analysis of Turow’s 

representation of legal language and courtroom interaction. 

This article investigates the linguistic and rhetorical strategies 

used to construct legal realism, configure power dynamics 

during lawyer-client and courtroom exchanges, and shape the 

reader’s perception of institutional justice. By treating Turow's 

literary output as an empirical corpus, this study demonstrates 

how micro-linguistic choices mirror, critique, and demystify 

the socio-legal structures of the American judicial system. 

Literature Review. The academic study of legal 

language has long recognized that the courtroom is an 

intrinsically linguistic institution. As Danet (1980) observed, 

language is not merely an instrument used within the law; 

rather, language is the law. Foundational research in forensic 

linguistics and legal discourse studies has established that 

courtroom communication is characterized by strict 

institutional constraints, stark asymmetries in power, and 

specialized lexical and syntactic structures (Gibbons, 2003; 

Levi, 1990). Analyses of courtroom interaction, particularly by 

Conley and O'Barr (2005) and Cotterill (2003), highlight how 

control over the floor is maintained through rigid question-and-

answer sequences. In an adversarial system, cross-examination 

operates as a highly coercive linguistic exercise wherein 

lawyers utilize leading questions, presuppositions, and complex 

syntactic embedding to restrict witness agency and engineer 

compliant testimonies (Heffer, 2005).  
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Despite the wealth of scholarship dedicated to actual 

courtroom transcripts and trial proceedings, the analysis of fictional 

legal discourse remains comparatively sparse. Early literary 

approaches to legal fiction often reduced texts to moral fables or 

focused exclusively on plot architecture (Posner, 2009). However, 

recent scholarship at the intersection of law and literature has begun 

to acknowledge that fictional representations of law play a critical 

role in shaping public legal consciousness (MacNeil, 2007). 

When readers engage with a legal thriller, they are 

undergoing a form of socio-legal socialization, absorbing 

assumptions about the efficacy of the rules of evidence, the 

integrity of officers of the court, and the malleability of objective 

truth. 

Scholarship centered specifically on Scott Turow has 

predominantly emerged from the domain of literary criticism. 

Scholars such as Pogel (1999) and Aspen (1991) have praised 

Turow for his commitment to legal verisimilitude, noting how his 

prose captures the exhaustion, bureaucratic stagnation, and ethical 

grey areas inherent to the legal profession. Yet, these studies rarely 

descend into systemic linguistic profiling. They observe that 

Turow’s dialogue sounds "authentic," but they fail to isolate the 

pragmatic, syntactic, and interactional variables that generate this 

effect. 

This study addresses this clear research gap by applying an 

interdisciplinary framework, fusing forensic linguistics, critical 

discourse analysis (CDA), and pragmatic speech act theory, to 

Turow's major legal fiction, shifting the scholarly focus from what 

the texts mean to how their linguistic structures construct that 

meaning. 

To systematically decode the layered communicative acts 

within Turow's corpus, this study synthesizes several linguistic and 

rhetorical frameworks: Following Fairclough’s (2010) three-

dimensional model, text is viewed as simultaneously a piece of 

linguistic evidence, an instance of discursive practice, and an 

instrument of social practice. CDA provides the tools necessary to 

deconstruct how language reproduces, reinforces, or challenges 

institutional power hierarchies within the courtroom and the private 

law office. 

Methodology. This study utilizes a qualitative, text-based 

discourse-analytic methodology to examine a purposive sample of 

five novels by Scott Turow: Presumed Innocent (1987), The 

Burden of Proof (1990), Pleading Guilty (1993), Reversible Errors 

(2002), and Innocent (2010). These texts were selected because 

they span over two decades of Turow's career, allowing for an 

assessment of consistency in his stylistic construction of legal 

discourse across varying legal contexts (e.g., capital murder trials, 

grand jury investigations, civil litigation, and appellate reviews). 

Data collection involved identifying and extracting 

extended textual excerpts that represent three distinct 

communicative genres within legal practice: 

Formal trial dialogue (opening/closing arguments, cross-

examinations); 

Private institutional consultations (lawyer-client 

interactions); 

Internal monologues/narrative reflections on legal strategy 

and terminology. 

The analytical protocol consists of four sequential stages: 

Lexical Profiling: Categorizing and analyzing the 

deployment of technical legal terms, Latinate expressions, and 

procedural jargon to determine their frequency and functional 

integration into the narrative fabric. 

Sequential Interactional Mapping: Transcribing and 

coding dialogue segments using Conversation Analysis principles 

to quantify turn allocation, identify conversational floor-grabbing, 

and analyze question-answer asymmetry. 

Pragmatic and Speech Act Coding: Isolating speech acts 

(directives, expressives, declarations) to assess how power 

relationships and politeness strategies fluctuate based on 

institutional roles. 

Rhetorical Coding: Deconstructing long-form monologic 

legal arguments using the Toulmin structural grid to verify the 

logical completeness and persuasive design of fictional advocacy.  

Analysis and Discussion. Turow's construction of legal 

realism depends heavily on the precise integration of specialized 

legal vocabulary. Rather than diluting technical jargon for the lay 

reader, Turow embeds dense lexical categories directly into both 

character dialogue and first-person narrative prose. This technique 

serves an epistemic function, signaling absolute narrative authority. 

Across the corpus, Turow employs three distinct tiers of 

legal language: archaisms/Latinate expressions (e.g., nolle 

prosequi, mens rea, habeas corpus), statutory and procedural 

terminology (e.g., exculpatory brady material, peremptory 

challenges, impeachment evidence), and localized courthouse slang 

(e.g., "the juice," "g-joint," "the heat"). 

In Presumed Innocent (1987), the protagonist, prosecutor 

Rusty Sabich, describes the mechanics of an investigation not in 

casual terms, but through a tightly wound institutional register: 

"The grand jury is an engine of state power, a star chamber 

if misdirected, operating under the cloak of absolute secrecy to 

return an indictment based upon a standard of probable cause." (p. 

62) 

Here, the terms grand jury, indictment, and probable cause 

are not merely decorative placeholders; they establish the exact 

statutory thresholds governing the narrative's trajectory. 

In Reversible Errors (2002), which focuses on the appellate 

process and death penalty litigation, the lexical choices shift from 

the raw, evidentiary focus of a trial court to an abstract, procedural 

nomenclature. The text systematically deploys terms such as 

certiorari, stay of execution, and ineffective assistance of counsel. 

The function of this vocabulary is two-fold: it alienates the 

uninitiated reader, thereby reproducing the structural exclusion 

inherent to the actual legal system, while simultaneously inviting 

the reader into an esoteric cognitive space where human life is 

negotiated through syntactically dense legal doctrines. 

Courtroom interaction in Turow’s novels mirrors the 

institutional asymmetry found in real-world litigation, where 

conversational rules are strictly policed by the architecture of the 

court and the authority of the judge. 

In standard conversation, turn-taking is fluid and locally 

managed (Sacks et al., 1974). In Turow’s courtroom scenes, 

however, the turn-taking system is tightly constrained: lawyers 

retain the exclusive right to ask questions, and witnesses are 

structurally confined to producing answers. This dynamic is vividly 

illustrated in Innocent (2010) during Tommy Molto’s cross- 

examination of Rusty Sabich: 

Molto: "You did not inform the medical examiner of the 

missing fluid, did you, Judge Sabich?" 

Sabich: "I did not think it was my role at that juncture—" 

Molto: "A simple yes or no will suffice, Your Honor. Did 

you inform him?" 

Sabich: "No." (p. 284) 

An analysis of this exchange reveals an aggressive use of 

coercive questioning techniques. Molto utilizes a negative tag 

question ("...did you, Judge Sabich?"), which carries a strong built- 

in presupposition of guilt. 

When Sabich attempts to expand his turn and provide an 

explanation ("I did not think it was my role..."), Molto exercises 

structural power by interrupting him, invoking procedural rules to 

truncate Sabich's turn and force a binary, self-incriminating 

response ("No"). 

Turow uses these interactional patterns to showcase how 

the legal system strips individuals of their unique narrative voices, 

forcing their stories into highly controlled, pre-fabricated legal 

frameworks. The adversarial dialogue is presented as a linguistic 

battle for control over the historical record, with the lawyer acting 

as an institutional gatekeeper who uses syntax to throttle the flow 

of information. 

Away from the public theater of the courtroom, Turow's 

private consultation scenes expose the raw power dynamics and 

pragmatic complexities that define the legal profession. 
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In these encounters, the lawyer typically occupies the 

linguistically dominant position, controlling the agenda, defining 

what information is relevant, and interrupting the client’s narrative. 

This asymmetry is frequently negotiated through politeness 

strategies (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 

In Pleading Guilty (1993), attorney Mack Malloy interacts 

with corporate clients using a complex mix of negative politeness 

(to respect their institutional status) and blunt, unmitigated 

directives (to assert his legal expertise). 

Pragmatically, these interactions show a consistent tension 

between the client's desire to tell a comprehensive story and the 

lawyer's need to extract legally actionable facts. This dynamic is 

illustrated in Reversible Errors (2002) during Arthur Raven’s initial 

interviews with death-row inmate Rommy Gandolph: 

Gandolph: "Look, man, I didn’t do it. I told 'em I was down 

at the tracks, smoking some rock, and then this cop—" 

Raven: "Rommy, stop. Let’s focus strictly on the timeline 

of the confession. Did the detectives read you the Miranda form 

before or after you signed the statement?" (p. 112) 

From a Speech Act perspective, Gandolph attempts to 

execute an assertive act to establish his innocence through a raw, 

historical narrative. Raven, however, immediately cuts him off with 

a directive ("Rommy, stop") followed by an elicitation restricted to 

a narrow procedural point. 

[Client Narrative]──(Lawyer Filtration via 

Directives)──► [Legally Actionable Fact] 

“I didn't do it, I was...” “Did they read you Miranda?” 

This interaction demonstrates how lawyers act as linguistic 

filters, systematically stripping away the client’s raw subjective 

experience and converting it into institutional currency—in this 

case, transforming a complex story of police coercion into a clean 

statutory violation of constitutional rights.  

By introducing evidence of widespread corruption and 

evidence tampering within the police department’s evidence locker, 

Stern undercuts the logical bridge connecting the data to the claim. 

He demonstrates that if the security of the evidence cannot be 

guaranteed, the warrant— that contact with the glass equals 

presence at the scene—collapses, rendering the prosecution’s claim 

logically invalid. This rigorous adherence to structural 

argumentation elevates Turow's work from simple melodrama to 

an authentic simulation of high-stakes legal reasoning. 

Within literary criticism, this study offers a corrective to 

purely thematic or biographical readings of the legal thriller. By 

establishing that the aesthetic power and realism of Turow’s novels 

are directly tied to their formal linguistic structures, this research 

provides a replicable model for analyzing genre fiction. It proves 

that the "insider authenticity" attributed to Turow is not a vague 

narrative aura, but a calculated, structurally trackable deployment 

of syntax, lexicon, and pragmatic strategies that actively shape the 

reader’s relationship to the text. 

Conclusion. This interdisciplinary analysis of Scott 

Turow's novels demonstrates that his mastery of the legal thriller is 

deeply rooted in his meticulous and realistic deployment of legal 

discourse. By weaving specialized legal terminology directly into 

the narrative fabric, Turow establishes an authoritative 

environment that introduces readers to the exclusionary nature of 

legal language. 

Through highly controlled dialogue patterns, asymmetric 

turn-taking systems, and coercive question-and-answer sequences, 

his courtroom scenes accurately capture the power struggles that 

define real-world adversarial litigation. Furthermore, by evaluating 

long-form trial arguments using classical rhetoric and the Toulmin 

model, this study highlights how legal truth is not a fixed, objective 

reality, but a carefully constructed linguistic product designed 

through strategic framing and argumentation. While this research 

provides a comprehensive qualitative look at a targeted selection of 

Turow's works, it is limited by its primary focus on a single author 

and its qualitative nature. Future research could expand upon these 

findings by utilizing corpus linguistics methodologies—such as 

computerized text analysis software—to analyze large-scale 

patterns of syntax and word frequency across a broader selection of 

legal thriller writers, including John Grisham, Michael Connelly, 

and Linda Fairstein. 

Additionally, comparative studies analyzing fictional 

dialogue alongside actual trial transcripts could offer deeper insight 

into the differences between actual courtroom speech and its 

stylized literary representations. Ultimately, this study 

demonstrates that by examining the intersection of language, law, 

and literature, we can better understand how institutional structures 

are written, performed, and interpreted in contemporary culture. 
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