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Linguistic Variation in Judge Greg
Mathis Courtroom

Courtroom dramas have become afeature of Americantelevision
viewing. Unlikethedaysof thefictiona courtroomsof Ironsdeand Perry
Mason, “reality” courtroom programs have expanded in numbersand
can be seen acrossthe country and at many hoursof theday.* Inaddition,
these “reality” courtroom programs (e.g., Judge Joe Brown, Judge
Hatchett, Judge Judy, Texas Justice) have given viewersinsightsinto
the legal system and have provided uswith abit of humor and some
seriousness when litigants confront each other or when judgesruleon
cases. For thosewho wishto investigate these programsas el ements of
popular culture, there are many directionsfromwhichto proceed. For
sociologistsand anthropol ogists, i ssues concerning group behavior, for
example, can beanayzed. For psychol ogists, discussionsabout person-
ality types, behaviors, and motives might arouse research interest. For
linguistsand for studentsinterested in the study of language, courtroom
programscan providearich source of datafor linguisticanalysis.

Certainly, languageisacentra issuein the conduct of lega proceed-
ings. Following conceptual toolsadvanced inthe study of languagere-
search, especidly sociolinguistics, wemay consider court trialsaspeech
situations. According to Finegan (1994), a speech situation can bede-
fined " asthe coming together of varioussignificant Stuational factorssuch
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aspurpose, topic and socia relations’ (p. 333). Inwatching courtroom
series, viewersand thosein the courtroom can soon determine the pur-
posefor which adjudicatorscometo court, theissue being discussed and
therelationship between litigantsand thejudge. The aforementioned vari-
ables(e.g., purpose, topic, socid relations) influencethetypeof language
used by litigantsand by judges. In short, thetopic of variationinlanguage
isanissuethat allowsfor inquiry about courtroom proceedings, and ana-
lystshave areasonable placeto begin such aninquiry.

Related Studies

Studies concerning the use of languagein courtroom settingshave
focused primarily onabroad field of study called forensiclinguistics. Fo-
rensiclinguisticsaddresses suchissues asteaching ajury about meaning
(Shuy, 2002), the coercive nature of languagein courtroom hearingsin
cross-examination (Fairclough, 1989), language in the legal process
(Caotterill, 2002), the nature and structure of witness and defendant ac-
countsin courtroomtrias (Harris, 2001), and the use of discourse mark-
ers(e.g., now, see, well) in cross-examination (Hale, 1999; Matoesian,
1993). Seldom do investigators examine the interrelationship of
sociolinguistic variablesthat are centra to courtroom did ogue, especidly
assuch variablespertain to courtroom documentariesand to the study of
popular culture. Asfor popular culture, courtroom presentationssuch as
Judge Joe Brown, Judge Judy, and Judge Alex have become apart of
thedaily televisonfare, smilar in popularity to such asprogramsasFear
Factor, Survivor, and the various American Idol events. The presence
of these programs pointsto changesin the viewing habits of Americans.
Furthermore, the variables mentioned above, ashave been shown, influ-
ence shiftsin stylesor inregistersof language. Thisline of reasoning
should also hold truefor personswho bring casesto court to be adjudi-
cated within adramatic environment. A courtroom seriesthat hasdrawn
theattention of thiswriter isthat of Judge Greg Mathis. A salient feature
of JudgeMathis show ishisuseof variouslinguistic styleswhen hepro-
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motesthe show and when he conducts courtroom proceedings. Specifi-
cally, Judge Mathis shiftsbetween formal and informal varietiesof lan-
guage. Unlike Judge Judy or Judge Joe Brown, who use moreformal
language, Judge Mathisdisplaysan ability to shift along alinguistic con-
tinuum that might be onereason for hissuccessonteevison. Itistruethat
courtroom programs such as Judge Mathisare aired for their dramatic
effect andfor televisonratings. Therefore, it would not be surprising to
see and to hear these events conducted in amanner inwhich languageand
language variation are central factorsusedto dlicit laughter or viewer cu-
riosity. Anexampleof Judge Mathis use of language variation can be
seeninthisexchangewith individuasin hiscourtroom:

Y’ al out here having catfightstryin’ to becomejailbirds.

or,

Shewasabag lady when shewaked intoyou?

In these exampl es, thejudge’s choice of the pronoun Y’ all and the
nouns catfights, jailbirds, and bag lady reveals an informal mode of
language, and therearemany examplesof thisstyleof informa language
when listening to Judge Mathisin hiscourtroom setting.

In addition to socia factorsthat shapethelanguage heard in Judge
Mathis' courtroom, it should be noted that the language used by Judge
Mathisispart of alarger discussion of conversation or conversation analy-
sis, sometimesreferred to asethnomethodology. Thisapproachtolan-
guage study seeksto “identify different typesof utterancesandisolat[€]
therecurring patternsfor their distribution...[in] natural conversations”
(O Grady, 2005, p. 543). The purpose of thispaper, then, isto examine
thelanguage used by Judge Mathisinlitigating cases. Todo so, | propose
three questions: 1) What are the features of conversation? 2) What
linguisticunitsaresdient inastudy of variationin JudgeMathis' court-
room?and 3) What sociocultural featuresinfluencetheway that Judge
Mathisuseslanguagein hiscourtroom? Much of thetheoretical frame-
work for thisstudy isadvanced by the earlier work of Gumperz & Hymes
(1972) and O’ Grady et al (2005).

29.1 October 2006



iR "NEEN o [ DT [T ||

102 Milford A. Jeremiah

Datafor Sudy

Datafor thisstudy were collected over asix month period by view-
ing segmentsof JudgeMathis programthat areaired daily inthe Balti-
more metropolitan area. The datarepresent morethan twenty different
episodes of the Judge Mathis show. Some data samples were video-
taped; othersweretranscribed, with attention paid to those portions of
dialogue relevant for language study. (Consult Appendix A for data
samples))

Featur esof Conver sation

A good placeto begin, when examining thelanguage of Judge Greg
Mathis, isto consider that formsof language heard in hiscourtroom are
part of the general topic of conversational analysis. Asanalystshave
pointed out, thereare structural elementsto conversation (Fromkin, Rod-
man, and Hyams, 2003; Radford, Atkinson, Britain, Clahsen & Spenser,
1999). Conversation beginswith an exchange of ideas between speakers
and listeners. When one speaks, another isrequired to respond orally
and/or with gestures. This exchange is known as an adjacency pair
(O Grady etd., 2005, p. 543). Anadjacency pair isaset of utterances
heard by two different speakers. When a person saysto another, How
areyou? alistener isrequired to respond. Greetings are followed by
greetings, invitationsare accepted or refused; apologiesaregenerdly ac-
cepted or at least acknowledged. When these structural elementsdo not
co-occur, speakersor writersbecome confused or draw negative opin-
ionsabout listenersor therecipients of written communication. Inaddi-
tion, thereisan orderly arrangement of e ementsin conversation that leads
to turn-taking. When therulesfor turn-taking are now followed, the
Situation in conversation becomes awkward when interlocutors compete
for their placeto speak. Judge Mathisimposestherulesfor turn-takingin
avery strict manner. Thereareinstances, however, when plaintiffsand
defendantsviolatetherulesof turn-taking by speaking at the sametime.
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In thoseinstances, Judge Mathis admonishesviolatorsthat they cannot
speak s multaneoudy and commandsthemto bequiet. 2 Examplesof the
need to obey therules of turn-taking can be seen in these statementsto
oneof thelitigantsby JudgeMathis:

You need to speak to meand only when | allow you.

Ma am, pleasebequiet. Shedidn’tinterrupt whileyouweregiving

your testimony.

or,

L et mehear from these gentlemen.

Inan episodewhere plaintiffsand defendantsare bent on continuing
thedialogue, without regard for the rulesof turn- taking, Judge Mathis
smply withdrawsemotionally or physically from the case until litigants
refrain from speaking, asinthisexchange.

If you dl continueto speak, let meknow whenyou areready for me

torule.

At theend of aconversation, speakersclosewith certainlinguistic
clues such as Take care now, Later, or Have a nice day. The same
holdstruewhen Judge Mathisruleson acase, asinthisstatement:

Youfolkshaveaniceday.

Hethusemphasi zesthe orderly arrangement of elementsin thecon-
versdion.

Inthe case of thelanguage heard in Judge Mathis' courtroom, con-
versationismarked by certainrulesaswell. Attheinitial stageof acase,
typically ataped version of the caseis presented to listeners, and the
litigantsrespond ether affirmatively or negatively about thechargeor clam
rendered against them. Following thisinitid exchange, thejudge confirms
or summarizesthe caseto date. Here the judge might use arange of
linguigtic stylesor registers. Some stylesmay be humorous, somemight
be serious, or some might suggest an element of surpriseonthejudge’'s
part. Inthisset of comments, thejudge respondswhentwo individuasare
involvedinasuit about amotor cycle:

Let metakeashot of thisvodka...

Every week? You somekinnafreak...?
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or when an ex-wifevisitsthe home of her ex-husband:

You were surprised when sherolled up with your husband.

Inthefirst exampleabove, Judge Mathis wanting to take a shot of
thisvodka (with theinformal term shot) and use of theword freak brought
about laughter from those present inthe courtroom. Inthelatter example
above, Judge M athis made ahumorousresponsein acaseinvolving an
ex-lover and her husband with the choice of theword rolled up, aninfor-
mal expression that hasan element of surprisein thiscontext.

Certainly, JudgeMathiscommeands Sandard American English (SAE)
and demonstratesthislinguistic skill throughout the episodes. Hisformal
variety of American Englishistypically used at the beginning and at the
end of acasewhen thejudgerendershisjudgments. Hereare examples
of hisuse of language at the beginning and at theend of acase.

Ma am, proveyour case.

and

I’1l grant you ajudgment in theamount of $900. | cannot grant you

anything for painand suffering. Haveaniceday.

Theformal variety of language at the beginning and at the end of
cases is meant to lend a serious tone to the legal process. Studies of
languagevariation (whichisthe centra issueof thisessay) should provide
theandyst withinformation regardinglanguageinitssocia context. Labov
(1972) takesas milar positionwhen hestatesthat, unlikeinvariant unitsof
language, the“ variablefeaturesof language [should] becomethe primary
focusof attention” (p. 122). Wewould imaginethat the serious nature of
rendering justicewould allow for only aformal language variety. How-
ever, oneof the salient features of Judge Mathis' courtroom isfrequent
shifting fromformal toinformal varietiesof language. For example, the
introductory scriptsof future cases often show examplesof informal lan-
guage used by JudgeMathis. Hereisanexample:

Peopledo onethingintheparkin’ lotat 4am. anditain’ttogit

cigarette.
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When both sides have been heard and the evidence presented (e.g.,
eyewitness accountsor written documentation), Judge Mathisthenren-
dersaverdict. The point to the above discussion is that the ordered
arrangement of linguistic units, as part of aspeech event, showsfeatures
of conversation, inthiscase, alega one. Thereareinstancesinwhich
litigantsstray from the centrd topic of the case, and Judge Mathisreminds
them to return to the main reason for coming to court:

| don’t want to hear all thisnonsense. Let’sget back to thereason

why you are here.

Besidesthe broad structural features of conversation, thelinguistic
unitsof conversation areimportant if we are to determine how Judge
Mathisuseslanguagein hiscourtroom.

LinguisticUnitsand Variation

A major component of sociolinguistic theory isto examinetherela
tionship between linguistic behavior and socid situations, roles, and func-
tions (O’ Grady, 2005). Closely related to the foregoing statement isthe
concept of aspeech community, defined as* any group of peoplewho
sharesomeset of socia conventions, or sociolinguistic normsregarding
languageuse” (O’ Grady et al, 2005, p. 489). Itistheideaof aspeech
community that definesJudgeMathis' courtroominthat thejudgeandthe
litigantsshareavariety of language and the normsfor itsappropriate use
insocia context, inthiscase, the courtroom. Cursewords, for example,
would not beused by thejudge or by thelitigantssincethe socid situation
of the courtroom imposes|ingui stic choices on the speakers. they arecon-
strained by rules of language usein this particul ar speech situation. Fur-
thermore, structura unitsof speech eventsshape JudgeMathis' language.

If welook closely at the language of Judge Mathisin courtroom
proceedings, certainformsor styles of language are more evident than
others. These stylesof language, aswere noted above, can be consid-
ered asregisters. Aregister isastylistic variant of alanguage appropriate
toaparticular socia setting, and someinvestigators have used theterm
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linguistic variableto explain differencesin the choicesthat speakers
makein communication (Wardhaugh, 1988, p. 138). Ananalysisof the
datafrom Judge Mathis courtroom revealsthat registersheard in Judge
Mathis courtroom are noted primarily with the choice of thelexicon or
vocabulary items, syntax, phonol ogy and prosody. Aswith studies of
language variation, the emphasisisquantitativein that anaystsidentify
formsof language that occur more often than others (Johnstone, 2000, p.
85). Sinceitisimpossibletocitedl instancesof variationin JudgeMathis
courtroom, let uslook briefly at some sdectedillustrations of theseforms
of language variation that stand out above others.

Lexicon

Thevariation of lexical choicein Judge Mathisisquitefrequent.
Furthermore, it revea shisknowledge of the urban vernacular and youth
culture. Thisknowledgeisshown primarily through the use of nounsand
verbs. Thefamiliarity with thisform of language should not comeasa
aurprisetolistenerssince Judge Mathis, in the promotiona remarksof the
show, andininstancesof the show, takespridein revealing hisconnection
to an urban background (City of Detroit) and to hisrebelliousyouth (e.g.,
gangs, jails, | was there) that caused him to be incarcerated. Some
examplesof thisset of lexical choicesare ghetto fabulous, mamadrama,
popcorn pimp, player, player hater, doc or doctor, dope-fiend, mess,
jailbird, beat down, freak and rip off. Why do theseformsof language
appear in Judge Mathis' language? One answer can befound intheno-
tionof alexicd field (Finegan 190). A lexicd fieldisaset of wordswhich
sharesomesemantic affinity. For instance, takethewordschastise, curse,
chew out, demean, harass, upbraid. These words refer to confronta-
tional language. However, inalexical field, not all wordshavethe same
status. Speakers select those choicesrelevant to the speech situation.
Words such as chew out or curse out are said to be less marked in
informal speech than say chastise, demean, or upbraid. What isimpor-
tant isthat thelessmarked words are more commonly used and learned
than the marked ones. Thus, inusing language such as player, pimp, or
freak, Judge Mathistakesinto account the vocabulary that hislitigants
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know and with which they are comfortable. By using thischoiceof lan-
guage, Judge Mathisdemondtrates hislinguistic versatility inreaching out
to hisaudiencein the courtroom and to thosewatching onteevision. Judge
Mathis might al so be choosing avariety of language based on the lan-
guageof thelitigantsin hiscourtroomandis, therefore, adjusting hisstyle
of languagetofit theirs. Thisphenomenonwould further reinforcethe
theoretical construct of aspeech situation and the appropriate use of lan-
guage in that context. Itissimilar to use of the term communicative
competencein O’ Grady et a. (2005).

Furthermore, theinitial statementsthat litigants makein the court-
roomgiveviewerssomeideaof their often relatively low socioeconomic
statusand, by extension, their educational background, whereknowledge
and use of language areimportant factors. Certainly, thisdoesnot hold
truein all cases. Therearelitigants of ahigher socioeconomic back-
ground that appear in JudgeMathis courtroom, and theseindividuasuse
avariety of languagethat iscloser to theformal end of thelinguistic con-
tinuum than do other individuas. Theoppositeisalsotrueinthat persons
of alower socioeconomic status, whoselinguisticfeaturesaregenerdly at
theinformal end of thelanguage continuum, may useaformal variety of
language, aswell. Inresponse, Judge Mathisusesavariety of language
thatissmilar tothers.

Inadditionto the concept of alexicd field, thechoiceof lexica items
conveysasocia and affective meaning onthe part of speskersand listen-
ers. Sincetherearegenerally elementsof strong emotioninlegal cases,
thelitigants' choiceof languageisclearly rdlevant to thelanguage used by
JudgeMathis. Hereisan example of an exchangein which the choice of
lexical itemsrevealsastrong emotional component. Thiscaseinvolved
unpadhills.

Paintiff: Meand my husband befriended M.

Mathis: Wherewasyour husbhand?

Paintiff: My husband doesn’t goto church.

Mathis Ok, Youweren'ttdlinghim. That'scheeting. Saveit swestie.

Paintiff: We had agood time.
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Mathis:You dl go dancing, eating? You arethe only oneonthe
planet that believesthat. Get out my courtroom. Gotakeahike.

Theinformdity of theword sweetie, dthough sometimesusedinan
affectionate sense, isused hereto convey negativeemotion. Likewise,
theinformally worded command Go take a hike conveysacertain anger
onthepart of thejudgeto theplaintiff. Theselinguistic choices, aswith
others, show that thereisan emotional component to language and that
Judge Mathisusesthem asthe occasion alows. Choiceof lexical item,
although interwoven with an emotional feature, revealstheway that the
judge perceivescertainissuesthat affect thelivesof hisclients. Primarily,
when cases come before the judge, invol ving matters of education and
family rancor, Judge Mathisuseslanguagein aforceful manner. Hereis
oneexamplewherethejudge chastisesanindividua.

You need to stay in school and forget about thisboy nonsense.

Onthe contrary, when individual s state that they are continuing to
improvethemsalvesacademically, Judge M athisuses affective language
that putshimintheroleof acounselor or of aparent, asthis statement
shows

| am proud of you that you are getting your GED.

or,

| an glad that you aregoing to college.

Syntax

Certain examplesof syntax heardinthe speech of JudgeMathiscan
belabe ed asAfrican American Vernacular English (AAVE). A noticesble
featureof thisvariety of General American English (GAE) isthedeletion
of thelinking verb bewith nouns, with adjective complements, and with
prepositions. Judge Mathishasbeen heard to use such expressionsasin
Heno gold-digger, Heugly at that and You in trouble. Inaddition, an
AAVE form of the verb be appears in the speech of Judge Mathis, a
particular use of been. Thisverb form hasbeen examined extensively in
studiesof AAVE (Rickford & Rickford, 2000). Oneway inwhich been
isused iswiththe baseformsof verbsasin | been knowthat. Theword
been al so appears after contracted forms of certain verbs (e.g., have)
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when it comes after theverb hasasinIt'sbeentime. Another example
of the notable syntax of Judge Mathisisquestion formation without the
inversion of theauxiliary verb do asin You don't work or withthe deletion
of thelinking verb are asin You hangin’ out at the baby ward? Other
formsof languagethat areusudly associated withAAVE and heard inthe
language of Judge M athisarethe use of multiplenegationsasin Youain't
makin’ no money and the use of done asamarker of perfectiveactionas
in'Y all done mess each other up.

Phonology

Phonol ogy pertainsto the sound system of language. All speakers
use specific sound featuresand vary them, depending on the speech Situ-
ation. Speakersof GAE know the soundsof thelanguage. However, in
the act of communication, speakers demonstrate certain phonetic pro-
cessessuch asaddition, reduction, and deletion of phonological units. As
with other Americans, Judge Mathis can be heard to reduce the -ing
ending of wordsto product /-n/ in that running becomes runnin’ and
smoking becomes smokin’. Judge Mathis can be heard to say quite
often | don’'t know what y’ all smokin’ (a sentence marked both phono-
logically and lexically). Another phonol ogical feature heardinthelan-
guage of Judge Mathisissyllablereduction, heardin hispronunciation of
theword ignant for ignorant.

Prosody

Prosody dedl swiththemusica contour of language. Itinvolvessuch
features as stress, tone, and length when pronouncing words or when
indicating end marksinlarger utterances. For example, ingenerd Ameri-
can speech, speakersuse arising tonein someinstances when asking
guestions. Some speakerstend to el ongate vowelsin momentsof sur-
priseasinMaanor Yeaah. Inlisteningto Judge Mathis, onehearsarising
pitchwith certainformsof utteranceswherethejudge sensesthat alitigant
might not betruthful * In addition, Judge M athisusesahigher tonewhen
mimicking individuals or when making apoint that he perceivesto be
illogicd onthepart of individuas.
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Variablesthat InfluenceM athis Language

Inadditionto thestructura featuresof languagethat one observesin
JudgeMathis usage, certain Stuationd featuresshape hisuseof language.
Thesefeaturesarejust asimportant asthelinguistic onesand tend to co-
occur with thelatter. Closeinspection of thelanguage heardin Judge
Mathis courtroom reveasthat certain factorsinfluencelanguagevaria-
tion. Thesefeaturesor variablesare age of litigants, types of cases, and
ethnic group of individuals.

Age of Litigants

Generdly, Judge Mathisshiftsfromforma toinforma choiceof lan-
guage based on the age of thelitigants. For personswithin the age of
approximately 18-35, Judge Mathisusestheinformd or vernacular choice
of language more often than theformal variety. Generaly, the age-based
variaionisexpressed asthe dial ogue between thejudgeand litigantspro-
ceedsand when thejudge needsclarification on anissue:

Defendant: Your Honor, webrokealittle bread.

Mathis: Isthat thenew dang for having sex? | haveto show my

street cred [credibility] and keep up with thelanguage.

Theage-based variation of language, asin thediscourseabove, would
indicate that the judge aimsto close the age difference between himsel f
and young individua swho appear before him and to show that heiscog-
nizant of changing formsof language. Age-based shiftsinlanguage by
Judge Mathis can al so be seen when young people display formsof talk
that break therulesof conversationd ethics. Inthisexample, JudgeMathis
listensastwo womeninthelr twenties challenge each other with deroga-
tory, smultaneoustalk:

You have embarrassed and shamed your family.

I’mnot her. Don't act afool wid me.

Types of Cases

Inaddition to ageasacontributing factor tothevariationin stylesof
language used by Judge Mathis, thetypes of casesheard influence Judge
Mathis useof informa language. Careful andysisof thedatareved sthat
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the casestypicaly fall withinthebroad categoriesof unpaidloans, infidel-
ity, domestic discord, and default on contractual obligations(e.g., wed-
ding photos, car repairs). It appearsasif specific casesenragethejudge
morethan others. For example, casesthat involvedeinquency or youth-
ful misconduct, asnoted above, bring out thejudge’ srage, and hisinfor-
mal use of language confirmsthisobservation. Inaddition, casesthat
involvefamily relationsthat have deteriorated or casesthat involvefre-
quently conflicting statementsbetween individuaselicit aninformal re-
sponseby thejudge. Inthisexample, Judge Mathischidesthelitigants:

Arey’dl finishactin’ afool? Y’ al makin’ afool outay’ al salf.

Noticetheinforma variety of language asshowninthechoiceof the
pronoun y' all, the reduced word endingsin actin’, makin’, and outa
(out of). In someinstances, the types of cases adjudicated trigger an
emotiona component to thelegal situation. Thisisevident when Judge
Mathis perceivesthat the defendants assumethat heisnot aware of their
behavior prior totheir coming to the courtroom. Evidenceof thistype of
language can be noted in thefollowing comment by thejudge:

I”’m hard to con, and you put the game on me.

Herethe choice of the verbsto con and put the game on are clear
indicationsof theinformal language used by Judge Mathisasaresult of
thetypesof casesbrought beforehhim.

Ethnic Group Membership

Individua swho appear before Judge Mathis courtroom represent
arangeof ethnic groups. However, European American litigantsseemto
bethe most frequent ones, followed by African Americans, Hispanics,
and others. Theuseof JudgeMathis' language cannot bedivorced from
the audienceto whom hereachesout inrenderingjustice. Itistruethat
thejudge shiftslanguageto suit the case. However, close examination of
thelanguage of Judge Mathisshowsthat whenAfricanAmericanslitigants
arebefore him, heusesAAV E more frequently than when other ethnic
groupsarein hispresence. Thefeaturesof AAVE noted areprimarily in
pronunciation, prosody (i.e., intonation, rhythm, and stress) and vocabu-
lary choices(asdiscussed above). Thereisadistinction betweengenera

29.1 October 2006



iR "NEEN o [ DT [T ||

112 Milford A. Jeremiah

Americaninformal language and ethnic-specific modes of communica
tion. For example, when thejudge usesthewords crack head, freak or
freaky, these choices might beexamplesof GAE informal stylesof speech
asin You are a crack head or You are some freaky something. Onthe
other hand someformsof thejudge’ slexicon seemto beAfrican Ameri-
can specificasinplayer and player hater. Theselatter terms, when put
to anAfrican American audience, elicit adifferent responsethan when
placed before other speakersof American informal speech. Hereisan-
other example of thejudge’s ethni c-specific use of language:

| cantell by theway you hooked uptoday. Pimpinain'tdead. You

aretight today, doc.

In the statement above, the words hooked up and tight carry a
different meaning for African Americansthan for other speakersof Gen-
eral American English. Theterm hooked upisused to denote dressthat
issuitablefor aspecific occasion. Thetermtight canbeconsdered asa
synonym for hooked up.

Theaudiencein the courtroom playsarole Judge Mathis' use of
language. Their laughter tendsto spur thejudge on, and he seemingly
relieson hisaudience and the court officer for feedback. Thiswasthe
caseinwhichlitigantsdisputed each other regarding arecord contract. In
thisinstance of thejudge’sspeech, anAfrican American individual who
had professional associationswith therecord businesswaspresentinthe
courtroom:

Jisintheaudience and he might want to signyou up.

M eaning of Study

It hasbeen suggested that courtroom tel evision seriesare sources of
datafor language study. They provideanadystsinterested in the study of
languagewith the structural and functional componentsof language. The
structural componentscons st of phonology, morphology, syntax, seman-
ticsand pragmatics. Thefunctional components pertainto such features
asaddress patterns, speech acts, and turn-taking. Although separated for
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purposesof definition, these components of language tend to function
simultaneously. Inaddressing aclient asdoc or doctor (I’msorry for
you, doctor), Judge Mathisusesaninformal styleof communication that
bringstogether thestructura and thefunctiona patternsof language. The
useof theterm doc or doctor ispart of the processof labelinginAfrican
American Englishinwhich speskersestablishracia or group solidarity. It
could also beusedintermsof areverse semantic processinthat thetrue
meaning of thewordisgivenitsopposite meaning. In suchinstances,
laughter ensuesor satireisconveyed to theaudience.

Inaddition to thestructura featuresof communication used by Judge
Greg Mathis, we could consider hisuseof language aspart of linguistic
performance. Itisperformanceinthe Chomskyan sense of theword, that
is, themanner inwhich speakersuselanguage. We could aso extend the
concept of performanceas part of an intentional speech act asadvanced
by Kearns(8). In other words, speakers uselanguageto do something
when they communicatein speech or inwriting.®

AsanAfrican American, Judge Mathisiscompelled to evinceabi-
cultura approachindispensing justice. Hemovesbetweentheworld that
reflectsAfrican American cultureand theworld thet reflectsgenerd Ameri-
can culture asobserved in the practice of law. Thismovement between
culturesiscarried out primarily through hisuseof language. Furthermore,
hislinguigtic dexterity indicatessomeonewhoislinguistically sophisticated
inhisability to useformsof language considered | ess sophisticated than
other languagevarieties. Itissimilar to Gumperz'sview of intercultural
communication, that is, communication “not confined to interethnic en-
counters, but . . . prototypical for modern industrialized and bureaucra-
tized western societies...when different subgroupsliveand interact with
oneanother inlarge urban agglomerations’ (gtd indiLuzio, 2003, p. 5).
In Situationswhere people meet to defend their rightsand to win personal
and socia control, two different forms of speaking and communicative
strategiescontrast with one another. Thiscommunication strategy isevi-
dent when one notes the communi cation patternsof interlocutorsandtheir
interaction with each other and with Judge Mathis. Thecourtroom setting

29.1 October 2006



iR "NEEN o [ DT [T ||

114 Milford A. Jeremiah

also gives Judge Mathisthe ability to uselanguage aspower inthe sense
advanced by Fairclough (1989). In other words, languageisan element
of socid lifeand anindividua’sability to useit in different waysreflects
elementsof social change. JudgeMathis, at any time, hasthe capacity to
inject variationin hiscourtroom, and hisshiftsin communication stylemir-
ror changesin American culturewhereinformality and aninformal lan-
guagevariety competewith formality and forma modesof communica
tion.

We can usethetopic of courtroom seriesinvolving judgesand cli-
entsinthemediaastoolsfor examining languageinits social context.
Sincemodesof culture, by their very nature, admit of variation, itisnot
surprising that wewould focuson eementsof cultural expression, inthis
case, formsof languagevariation. Primarily, weareinterestedinthe con-
cept of thevariablesthat influence shiftsin stylesor registersin conversa:
tion. Shiftsmight occur at asubconsciousleve of behavior. Atthesame
time, the data seem to suggest that Judge Mathis purposefully shiftshis
styleof conversation based on the key variablesof age, type of cases, and
ethnic group membership of the personswho bring casesto hiscourt-
room. Thisrelationship of socia variablesand speakerstendstoreinforce
each other, and it isnot surprising when we consider other speech situa-
tionswhere audience and speaker (e.g. preachers, politicians, concert
performers, etc.) reinforce each other.

Connected to theissue of social variablesisthat of an emotional
component that has some relationship to language style. Macaulay, for
instance, notesthat “through language, we communi cate our hopes...and
to some extent, our emations’ (60). If weconsder that thereisanemo-
tional involvement of personsin courtroom proceedings, itisnot farfetched
to see aconnection here between language and emotions. Emotional
expressions can be observed from verbal and nonverbal formsof com-
munication. Plaintiffs, for themost part, begin their casewith derogatory
statements about the defendants. M oreover, the mode of entranceinthe
courtroom, the hand gestures and the bodily posture suggest anegative
fedlingtowardseach other. Inlight of these expressionsof negative emo-
tions, thelanguage generaly follows such behaviors.
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Conclusion

Theam of thispaper has been to examinethedialogue heardin
Judge Mathis courtroom from the perspectiveof linguistic variation. The
unitsof variationareprimarily those of thelexicon, phonology, syntax, and
prosody. Furthermore, linguistic variation asobservedin Judge Mathis
courtroomisinfluenced by the variables of age, casetype, and ethnic
group membership. One might say that these courtroom programsare
smply meant to draw aviewing public and that they are not to be consid-
ered serioudy astopicsfor discuss on. However, thisanaysssurely shows
that use of languagein Judge Mathis courtroom reveal saspectsof gen-
eral American culture, especially aspectsof cultural change and power
relationsas noted through Judge Mathis' shifting choicesof variouslin-
guigticgructures.

AppendixA

Here are several samples of the dataused in thisstudy. Obviously, these are
truncated portions of the dialogue that occurs between Judge Mathis and plain-
tiffs. | have noted the type of case, the approximate age and ethnic groups of the
litigants. Theletter P indicates the plaintiff; the letter D indicates the defendant.

C1. (Case: A stolen van; European American females)

Mathis: You come here and bring this messto me? Sheripped her off again...

Your boyfriend wasinjail, too? You all can’t find anybody other than jail

birds.

C2. (Case: Failureto pay bail; African American maleand female, 30's)
Mathis: Go ahead player or ex-player and let me hear your side.
[Thisexample alsoinvolved aninstance of Mathis use of mimicry]

C3. (Case: Unpaid loans; African American male and female; 18-20)

Mathis: You know how crazy you sound. A person spending $300 on shoes
and complaining of lack of fundsfor college. You got on

$200 alligator shoes. I’'m hurting for you, doc. Now, you smoking weed?
Please, young man, you arein college. You need to grow out
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of thiscommercialism.
Your judgment is$1,500. That's my judgment. Good luck to you.

C4. (Case: Loud and outrageous sex practice; European American males; 40)
Mathis: Prove your case.

P: [Explainstheissue at hand)]

Mathis: [Asks plaintiff to elaborate]

D: Sheisasex fiend, adope fiend.

Mathis: Sheisasex fiend and a dope fiend?

C5. (Case: Unpaidloans, European American, make and female; +20's)
Mathis: Man, you some player. You got the game from somewhere. Who
taught you? Are you from Detroit?

D: No, Southern California.

C6. (Case: Unpaid loans; African American female and European American
male; 40)

Mathis: | see many women who come on thisshow and act afool. Don’ t turn
out to be adrama queen.

C7. (Case: Unpaid bills; European American maleand female; +30)

Mathis: Keep the name calling to yourself because | can come up with ones
for you.

P: | am the one that work 14 hours.

Mathis: Man, do you own that bill?

D: No, | don't own that bill...I don’t know this guy.

Mathis: Hewasaguy at the carnival. He might have some special tricks.

C8. (Case: Infidelity; African American maleand female; 30's)

Mathis: You areareal player, and heisawannabe player. Teach himthegame.
Quiet, heisteaching D the game. Hisgame must be pretty good. Hey baby,
you can be on my line, but you can’t keep nothin’.

That's not aplayer. You got the gamewrong. That’snot pimpin’. That's
simpin’. Youweren't aplayer. You ascrub.

C9. (Case: Unpaid hill; African American maleand female; 20's)

Mathis: You hangin’ out at the baby ward tryin’ to pick up women. If he'sall
that, he must have never been in church. Why would you

want aman lay up with you for awhole month? | don’t know. | don’t know
[mimicking the plaintiff].
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C10. (Case: Piano; European Americamales; 40+)

Mathis: What isyour argument? Quiet. Did you ever contact him? How long
after you left did your attorney contact you?

What did it say? What did it say? Did you ever get any of your items from
him?Quiet.

Ok, let me hear from these gentlemen.

C11. (Case: European American maleand female; 39 and 60+, respectively)
Mathis: How old are you?

D: Thirty-nine.

Mathis: You' reagrown man.

C12. (Case: European American female and male; 60+ and 28, respectively]
P: It’stime that he take some responsibility.

Mathis:How old is he?

P: Twenty-eight.

Mathis: It's been time [to take responsibility].

Notes

The Michael Jackson case and similar high-interest cases could have con-
tributed to the expansion of courtroom cases, aswell. Editor’snote: Seethearticle
by ElenaOlietein thisissue.

2Judge Mathis can be heard to say at intervals,“Quiet” or “Let me hear her/
his side of the story” in instances when two individuals are speaking at the same
time.

%In their book Spoken Soul (2000), Rickford & Rickford note that in black
speech, cadenceis crucia to meaning as the words themselves

4Geneva Smitherman’s (1994) research on Black talk addresses similar i ssues.
In addition, research by Teresa Labov (1992) looks at categories of slang used by
African Americans and the |abel s associated with them.

SEditor’s note: One might also consider the possible influence of the con-
strucprosoted performance situation of the television episode, an element briefly
mentioned in the third paragraph of this essay.
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