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Topics for 
Today’s 
Talk!

A brief history of Forensic Linguistics

What does a Forensic Linguist do?

The areas of Forensic Linguistics

Linguistic issues with Language and the Law in the Courtroom: Do we 
get to the truth? 

Case Studies in Forensic Linguistics

Tips for Translators: How this linguistic field can help us!

Resources & Links 

Q & A



A Brief 
Introduction 
to Forensic 
Linguistics

• Definition of ‘Forensic’

• ‘Forensic Linguistics’: The application & analysis of language 
within the field of Criminal Law.

• Falls under Applied Linguistics – practical application of language 
studies – how is language used in ‘real life’ situations?

• Jan Svartvik:The Evans Statements – A Case for Forensic 
Linguistics

• Language inconsistency in the reliability of evidence, e.g., police 
reporting, authorship

• Development of the field – interaction between linguists & law 
enforcement

• Multi & cross-disciplinary field: linguistics, law, psychology, 
anthropology and sociology

• Unabomber – A clearer separation?

• International Journal of Speech, Language and the Law

• Countries where FL are widely used: UK, USA, Spain, Germany, 
Scandanvia & the Netherlands



What does 
a Forensic 
Linguist 
actually 
do?

Language Detectives or Language Profilers!

Practical examples:

Report writing – analysis/methodology used

Expert witness in court

Court process and testimony

How lawyers and the police interview & interrogate

Police/FBI: National Security

Law Enforcement: inconsistencies in witness statements that do not 
agree/authorship

Authorship: Hate mail/sms/apps/E-mail 

Phonetics: Dialect/Accent

Immigration (LADO)



Areas in 
Forensic 
Linguistics

Forensic Discourse Analysis

Sociolinguistic Profiling

Authorship Analysis

Forensic Phonetics



Difficulties 
with Corpus 
Size, Reliability 
& Defining 
Linguistic 
Inconsistency

Definition:

‘Corpus Linguistics is a methodology
that involves computer-based empirical 
analysis (both quantitative and 
qualitative) of language use by 
employing large, electronically available 
collections of naturally occurring 
spoken and written texts, so-called 
corpora’.



The 
Criminal 
Court 
System

Common Law vs Civil Law– Do we get to the truth?

Adversarial v Administrative legal systems

Potential Issues:

The Lawyers – Cross-examination – The grey area!

Linguistic Techniques: The Jury – Persuasive Language vs 
Language that ‘undermines’

‘woordelijk’ of ‘letterlijk’? Summarising for court – Room for 
Improvement?

‘slapende rechters’ in Nederland?

‘Het OM in de fout’?



6 Case Studies in Forensic Linguistics

1949

The Evans Statements: Timothy Evans, John Christie 
& ‘Rillington Place’ (1949) (Sociolinguistics)

1952

Derek Bentley (1952): Interpretation/Police 
Reporting (Discourse Analysis)

1969–1980

Yorkshire Ripper (1969-1980): Dialect & Accent 
(Phonetics)

1996

JonBenet Ramsey (1996): Ransom Note 
(Authorship)

2012

Jamie Starbuck (2012): Text Messages (Authorship)



The Case of 
Timothy Evans: 
10 Rillington 
Place



The Case of Timothy Evans & John Christie

Facts of the Case:

Timothy Evans (1924-1950) confessed to murdering his wife Beryl and his
infant daughter Geraldine at their Notting Hill residence in London. In January
1950, Evans was tried and convicted of the murder of his daughter. He was
executed by hanging on 9 March 1950. Three years after Evans's execution,
John Christie, also living at 10 Rillington Place, was found to be a serial killer
who had murdered several other women in the same house, including his own
wife Ethel. Christie was himself sentenced to death, and while awaiting
execution, he confessed to murdering Mrs. Evans. An official inquiry concluded
in 1966 that Christie had also probably murdered Evans's daughter and Evans
was granted a posthumous pardon.



The Evans 
Statements: 
Jan Svartvik



Multiple Police Witness Statements

• Severe issues with illiteracy and IQ – the Statements did not match the 
literacy of a person with Evans’s IQ 

• Total corpus was of 4861 words
• For example, in one statement Evans said “the 12.55am train”. In a further 

statement, he said “the five to one train” 
• Use of colloquialisms (‘spoken speech’) and ‘sub-standard speech’ (use of 

the ‘double negative’): “She never said no more about it then”
• Issues with the editorial principles of the person taking down the spoke 

account (cross-reference: Derek Bentley) – Written production of 
spontaneous spoken statements and taken down by different police 
officers with different ways of ‘editing’, eg. Leave in or omit the double 
negatives



The Case of 
Derek Bentley



The Case of 
Derek 
Bentley

Facts of the Case:

Derek Bentley had a low mental age due to an accident
in the Blitz. He was easily influenced by his friend
Christopher Craig who was the more ‘able-minded’ of
the two young men. In 1952, Derek Bentley (aged 18)
and his friend Christopher Craig (aged 16) tried to
burgle a local warehouse. Disturbed by the police, the
two young men ran up onto the roof of the premises.
Bentley was immediately arrested on one side of the
roof, while Craig was on the other side of the roof, still
unapprehended by the police. Bentley was unarmed
but Craig had a gun. Christopher Craig fired and killed
policeman, PC Sidney Miles.

Derek Bentley, despite having no weapon and detained
by the police at the time of the shooting, was convicted
under the law of Joint Enterprise Murder. He was
executed in 1953. Christopher Craig was jailed but could
not be executed due to the fact that he was a minor.



Joint 
Enterprise 
in the 
Bentley 
Case

The Law in a Nutshell: ‘Mentally Aiding a 
Crime’

2 legal elements: Actus Reus ‘the guilty act’ 
(AR) & Mens Rea ‘the guilty mind’ (MR)

Bentley had to have known that Craig had a 
gun.

Bentley had to have known that Craig 
intended to use the gun.



Linguistic 
Issues & 
Posthumous 
Appeal

Police Editing 

How is the question asked?

Grammar?

Police: “Did you know he had the gun?”

Bentley: “No, I didn’t know he had the gun.”

*Later in the statement, Bentley is reported as having 
said: I did not have a gun and I did not know Chris had one 
until he shot.



Interpretation
“Let him have it, Chris!”



‘The Yorkshire 
Ripper’: Peter 
Sutcliffe



‘The Yorkshire Ripper’: Peter Sutcliffe

Facts of the case:
Named ‘The Yorkshire Ripper’ by the Press after ‘Jack the Ripper’ in 1888.
This re-naming was due to the prostitute link. Sutcliffe admitted to having
had bad experiences with prostitutes that he had hired at an earlier stage in
his life.
Sutcliffe was a prolific serial killer, who targeted (mainly) prostitutes between
1969-1980 across different English counties. He was a lorry driver, who
worked all over the country but killed mainly in the West Yorkshire region.
Sutcliffe pleaded ‘diminshed responsibility’ for the killings but was convicted
on a majority verdict. However, in 1984, he was transferred from prison to
Broadmoor Hospital, following a diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia. He was
transferred back to prison in 2016 and died of Covid-related complications in
2020.



‘Wearside Jack’: Forensic Phonetics

A taped message was sent to the police purporting to be from ‘the
Ripper’.

The speaker had a Wearside accent. Linguists narrowed this accent
down to be from the Castletown area of Sunderland in the North East
of England. The man, dubbed as ‘Wearside Jack’ sent three letters to
the police and one to the Daily Mirror in March 1978 boasting of his
crimes.

However, the police had already been informed by the FBI that the
letters and the audio recording were hoaxes (not sent/recorded by
Sutcliffe). Despite this, the police continued to only focus on tracking
someone down who had a Wearside accent.



JonBenet 
Ramsey



The Case of JonBenet Ramsey

Facts of the case:

JonBenét Patricia Ramsey (August 6, 1990 – December 25 or 26,
1996) was an American Pageant Queen, who was killed at the age of six
in her family home in Colorado. Patsy Ramsey, her Mother, contacted
the police in the middle of the night in a state of panic when she awoke
to find JonBenet missing. A long handwritten ransom note was found in
the home. Her father, billionaire John Bennett Ramsey, found the girl's
body in the basement of their house about seven hours after she had
been reported as being kidnapped. She had sustained a broken skull
from a blow to the head and had been strangled.
Her death was ruled as murder. The crime is still considered a cold
case and remains an open investigation with the Boulder Police
Department.



Handwritten Ransom Note



Ransom Note
Mr. Ramsey, 
Listen carefully! We are a group of individuals that represent a small foreign 

faction. We do respect your bussiness but not the country it serves. 
At this time we have your daughter in our posession. She is safe and 

unharmed and if you want her to see 1997, you must follow our instructions 

to the letter. 
You will withdraw $118,000.00 from your account. $100,000 will be in 

$100 bills and the remaining $18,000 in $20 bills. Make sure that you bring 
an adequate size attaché to the bank. When you get home you will put the 
money in a brown paper bag. I will call you between 8 and 10 AM tomorrow 

to instruct you on delivery. The delivery will be exhausting so I advise you to 

be rested. If we monitor you getting the money early, we might call you early 
to arrange an earlier delivery of the money and hence a earlier delivery 

pick-up of your daughter. 

Any deviation of my instructions will result in the immediate execution of 
your daughter. You will also be denied her remains for proper burial. The 

two gentlemen watching over your daughter do not particularly like you so I 
advise you not to provoke them. Speaking to anyone about your situation, 
such as Police, F.B.I., etc., will result in your daughter being beheaded. If we 

catch you talking to a stray dog, she dies. If you alert bank authorities, she 
dies. If the money is in any way marked or tampered with, she dies. You will 

be scanned for electronic devices and if any are found, she dies. 

You can try to deceive us but be warned that we are familiar with law enforce- 
ment countermeasures and tactics. You stand a 99% chance of killing your 

daughter if you try to out smart us. Follow our instructions and you stand 

a 100% chance of getting her back. 
You and your family are under constant scrutiny as well as the authorities. 

Don't try to grow a brain John. You are not the only fat cat around so don't 

think that killing will be difficult. Don't underestimate us John. Use that good 
southern common sense of yours. It is up to you now John! 

Victory! 
S.B.T.C (Thomas with Davis 2000, 13-18) 



Ransom Note

Mr. Ramsey, 
Listen carefully! We are a group of individuals that represent a small foreign 
faction. We do respect your bussiness [sic] but not the country it serves. 
At this time we have your daughter in our posession [sic]. She is safe and 
unharmed and if you want her to see 1997, you must follow our instructions 
to the letter. 
You will withdraw $118,000.00 from your account. $100,000 will be in 
$100 bills and the remaining $18,000 in $20 bills. Make sure that you bring 
an adequate size attaché to the bank. When you get home you will put the 
money in a brown paper bag. I will call you between 8 and 10 AM tomorrow 
to instruct you on delivery. The delivery will be exhausting so I advise you to 
be rested. If we monitor you getting the money early, we might call you early 
to arrange an earlier delivery of the money and hence a [sic] earlier delivery 
pick-up of your daughter. 
Any deviation of my instructions will result in the immediate execution of 
your daughter. You will also be denied her remains for proper burial. The 
two gentlemen watching over your daughter do not particularly like you so I 
advise you not to provoke them. Speaking to anyone about your situation, 
such as Police, F.B.I., etc., will result in your daughter being beheaded. If we 
catch you talking to a stray dog, she dies. If you alert bank authorities, she 
dies. If the money is in any way marked or tampered with, she dies. You will 
be scanned for electronic devices and if any are found, she dies. 
You can try to deceive us but be warned that we are familiar with law enforce- 
ment countermeasures and tactics. You stand a 99% chance of killing your 
daughter if you try to out smart [sic] us. Follow our instructions and you stand 
a 100% chance of getting her back. 
You and your family are under constant scrutiny as well as the authorities. 
Don't try to grow a brain John. You are not the only fat cat around so don't 
think that killing will be difficult. Don't underestimate us John. Use that good 
southern common sense of yours. It is up to you now John! 
Victory! 
S.B.T.C (Thomas with Davis 2000, 13-18) 



Case Review



Expert Case Review 2016

• 911 Call & the Operator

• Staged Crime Scene 

• Ransom Note – native speaker/colloquialisms. Change in ‘style’ of 
author. Lengthy for a ransom note. Gender neutral language

• Unidentified male DNA



The Case of Jamie Starbuck: Confirmation Bias 
in Forensic Authorship Analysis



A few points on Confirmation Bias

• Forensic Linguists often work as individuals. Second opinions on
reports are often not conducted as are hired in as consultants.

• Is it possible to separate the sampled material from the narrative of
the criminal investigation.

• The selection of the sample materials is crucial in authorship analysis
but a bad choice of comparison corpus made can also lead to a biased
or incorrect result.

• What is a distinctive linguistic feature (‘authorship marker’)? People
may write differently on social media than in a letter or an e-mail.
Many people use far less punctuation on social media and sentences
are often of a shorter length.



The Case of Jamie Starbuck

Facts of the Case:

Jamie Starbuck and his wife Debbie were married after a brief
courtship. The couple had informed the family that they planned to
leave the country after the wedding for a two-year ‘round the world
trip’. This trip was mainly to be financed by Debbie’s savings. Her family
became concerned after their departure when communication with
Debbie grew less and less over time. The family contacted the police,
who communicated with both parties by e-mail. The e-mails suggested
the couple had separated but were both well. The police became
suspicious that Jamie was the author of Debbie’s e-mails and texts, not
only of his own.



Text Message 
Analysis



Forensic Bias
in Research



Tips for Translators ☺

THIS FIELD CAN 
HELP US DEVELOP 

OUR SKILLS!

INTERPRETATION 
AND PERCEPTION

LINGUISTIC 
ANALYSIS

DEVELOP OUR EYE 
FOR DETAIL

THE IMPORTANCE 
OF WORD CHOICE 

THE 
SUBCONCIOUS 

BRAIN



Resources & 
Links

Article on The Starbuck Case: Methods for addressing Confirmation Bias in Forensic Authorship Analysis: 
Tim Grant & Jack Grieve

Published in Methodologies & Challenges in Forensic Linguistic Casework (ed. Picornell, Perkins & 
Coulthard)

De Slapende Rechter: Willem Waagenaar o.a

https://www.bol.com/nl/nl/p/slapende-rechter/1001004005997717/

Het OM in de fout?: Ton Derksen

https://www.bol.com/nl/nl/f/het-o-m-in-de-fout/39924607/

Umberto Eco: Experiences in Translation

Film/youtube:

10 Rillington Place: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oWzfIU7V1cg

Derek Bentley: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3gArEKZQCc&t=21s

Christopher Craig: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JQl3BGWH-Is

The Yorkshire Ripper: Netflix

JonBenet Ramsey: The 2-part Case Review (2016): 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kBUQO2u-eD4

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lpIB49V2izU&t=1398s

On Burke & CBS:

https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-news/jonbenet-ramsey-brother-settles-cbs-lawsuit-775394/

https://www.bol.com/nl/nl/p/slapende-rechter/1001004005997717/
https://www.bol.com/nl/nl/f/het-o-m-in-de-fout/39924607/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oWzfIU7V1cg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3gArEKZQCc&t=21s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JQl3BGWH-Is
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kBUQO2u-eD4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lpIB49V2izU&t=1398s


Contact Info

Further Questions/Additional Info

victoriajlaws@gmail.com

+31 626 33 46 95

mailto:victoriajlaws@gmail.com

