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Forensic Linguistics: an introduction in linguistic evidence 

Elly van Gelderen, Arizona State University, March 2020 

 

Outline: What is it, some methods, some case studies 

 

What is Forensic Linguistics? According to the International Association of Forensic Linguistics: 

“a.  Study of the language of the law, including the language of legal documents and of the courts, 

the police, and prisons; 

b.  The use of linguistic evidence (phonological, morpho-syntactic, discourse-pragmatic) in the 

analysis of authorship and plagiarism, speaker identification and voice comparison, 

confessions, linguistic profiling, suicide notes, consumer product warnings; 

c.  The use of language as evidence in civil cases (trademark, contract disputes, defamation, 

product liability, deceptive trade practices, copyright infringement); 

d.  The alleviation of language-based inequality and disadvantage in the legal system; 

e.  The interchange of ideas and information between the legal and linguistic communities; 

f.  Research into the practice, improvement, and ethics of expert testimony and the presentation 

of linguistic evidence, as well as legal interpreting and translation; 

g.  Better public understanding of the interaction between language and the law”.  

Some topics 

1. Power and the legal system; analysis of questions and answers; types of witnesses; inherent 

disadvantages; (Miranda) rights and language. Plain language movement. 

2. An author’s fingerprint: through genre, register, situational characteristics, and time.  

3. Plagiarism and collusion: how much variation/similarity can be expected? Limits to memory. 

4. Characteristics of suicide notes, ransom notes, emergency calls, witness statements, wills, and 

confessions. Ramsey case. 

6. Cybercrime, text-messages, and e-mail. Corpora and the internet. Look at orthography, 

polymorphs, ... Zuckerberg case! 

7. Linguistic Profile: language that provides evidence for age, religion, region, L1, etc of unknown 

author. The Unabomber. 

8. Definitions and common use. Trademark issues, e.g. The Redskin. Insurance, e.g. Sudden Infant 

Death Syndrome: accident or disease? (McM 1993). 

9. Phonetic FL. Voice identification. 
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Register 

-Why is this important to FL? 

-What is the difference between register, genre, and style; markers and features (see Biber et al 2009)?  

-Spoken texts are said to have more first person pronouns (and other pronouns), fewer nouns and 

adjectives modifying them, more finite verbs, and generally more verbs, and fillers; fewer 

longer/latinate word..  

Table 1 provides an example of the slight differences in the ratio of ‘the’ between spoken and written 

registers in American English and Table 2 in British English. More definite articles are expected in written 

because it has more nouns too. 

 

 

Table 1: The definite article in COCA, frequency/million (accessed August 2019) 

 

 

Table 2: The definite article in the BNC, frequency/million (accessed August 2019) 

 

QUESTION/ACTIVITY 1 

Use COCA (https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/)and COHA (https://www.english-corpora.org/coha/) 

and look at the decline of `whom’ and changes with `start’ and ‘begin’. How would that help an 

authorship analysis? 

 

Methods 

1. Percentage of top 10/20 function words (MonoConc or AntConc) 

2. Top 30 high frequency lexical words (MonoConc or AntConc) 

3. Unique or rare words, hapax legomena, latinate etc (MonoConc or AntConc) 
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4. Type-token ratio (AntConc) 

5. Lexical density (http://textalyser.net/) 

6. Gunning Fog Index (http://gunning-fog-index.com) 

7. Sentence length (https://www.usingenglish.com/resources/text-statistics.php) or by hand. 

8. Word length (http://textalyser.net/) 

9. Verb or Noun prevalence = Register 

10. Orthography: mistakes and errors (esp. McMenamin) 

11. Grammar and discourse 

12. Shared sequences of words and shared lexical words 

 

QUESTION/ACTIVITY 2 

Find a text (e.g. on https://www.gutenberg.org/), save it as a .txt file, and use it in textalyser! When 

would you need to do that in an authorship analysis? 

 

Resources to measure textual differences 

1. How to convert pdf files: http://www.zamzar.com/convert/pdf-to-txt/  but be sure to check the 

result!   

2. AntConc is a free concordancer. It will search texts and give frequency lists. 

http://www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/software/README_AntConc3.2.4.pdf.   

3. Text visualization: Voyant (https://voyant-tools.org/). 

4. There are corpora that give you data and information on registers and archaisms: BNC, COHA, 

COCA and OED. Word frequency for the top 5000 words is free but you have to register: 

http://www.wordfrequency.info/top5000.asp 

5. Syntactic complexity. 

1. Sentence length is one aspect. So measure that. 
2. How complex are the sentences?  
  Coordinated or Subordinated? 
 Are the subordinated clauses relative clauses (modifying a noun) or do they function 

as subjects, object, adverbials in another clause? 
 What kind of relative clauses are used: restrictive or non-restrictive? 
3. Verb types: 
  lexical: transitive, intransitive, copula, ...?  
  finite or not? 
  auxiliaries: which kinds? 
  passives? 
4. Are there many PPs; how do they function (modify N or V)? 
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5. Special word order:  Where are the adverbials? 
    Is there extraposition? 
    Are there cleft sentences and topicalizations? 
6 How complex are the NPs? Many adjectives, predeterminers, etc? 
7. Are there fragments, Oxford commas, sentence-initial coorinations?  

Table 3: Syntactic characteristics 

 

6. Statistical tests can be done online, e.g. chi-square. If you have 215 instances of first person 

pronouns without ‘self’ following them and 6 with `self’ and 959 third person pronouns without 

`self’ and 158 with, is this a statistically significant difference between first and third person?  

 Some info on this test: http://www.ling.upenn.edu/~clight/chisquared.htm. 

7. The Gutenberg Project 

 

QUESTION/ACTIVITY 3 

Download a text and put it in AntConc. Find the percentage of the most frequent words.  

 

Some case studies 

For fun: http://blog.seattlepi.com/microsoft/2007/01/14/bill-gates-and-steve-jobs-keynote-text-

analysis/ 

 

High Frequency Lexicon 

Some authors are very consistent in their use of HFL, as the following quote from O&L (2009) shows. 

 

 

I made a table for two recent papers that I (mainly) wrote. I was amazed to see only one word (marker) 

in common in the top 20 lexical words. Looking at the top 30 HFL, there was an overlap of three (marker, 
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verb, changes). My comment would be that I would have to look at the 30-50 HFL range. My top 20 list 

shows the topic of the paper more than the author’s choice. 

 

Paper 1 
1 CP  11 yes 
2 features 12 use 
3 complementizer13 like 
4 adverb  14 marker (13x) 
5 OED  15 section 
6 degree  16 head 
7 manner  17 position 
8 interrogative 18 meaning 
9 English  19 used 
10 Specifier 20 clause 

Paper 2 
1 French  11  cycle 
2 object  12  third 
3 agreement 13 see 
4 subject  14 marker  (18x) 
5 pronouns 15 data 
6 person  16 markers 
7 pronoun 17 changes 
8 preverbal 18 languages 
9 corpus  19 stage 
10 verb  20 change 

Table 4:  Most frequent lexical words in two papers 

 

Function/grammatical words 

The results are striking in Jane Austen: 

 

novel   year   raw #  percentage 
Sense & S  1811   4236  3.47 
Pride & P  1813   4378  3.47 
Mansfield Park  1814   6345  3.91 
Emma   1815   5130  3.22 
Persuasion  1818 (posth)  3315  3.98 
Northanger Abbey 1818 (posth)  3321  4.15 
Total        22.2/6= 3.7 

Table  5: The use of ‘the’ in 6 Austen novels 

 

 

QUESTION/ACTIVITY 4 

Polymorphs  

The below table shows features of a questioned text with those of known authors. How would you go 

about suggesting who wrote the questioned texts? 
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Table 6: Polymorphs 

 

QUESTION 5 

Ceglia vs Zuckerberg 
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You can read some of the background on the Ceglia vs Zuckerberg case, e.g. from 

http://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll/?p=3309. The full declaration by G. McMenamin is available here: 

https://www.scribd.com/doc/56976903/W-D-N-Y-1960merged-linguist. This case became a hot issue 

among forensic linguistics. Do you agree with McMenamin’s methods or not (see Exhibit B); provide 

reasons for your views. How are recent changes in technology relevant? 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION/ACTIVITY 6 How would you solve the below case? 

In September 2018, a senior person in the administration sent in an anonymous Op-Ed to the NYT; see 

here: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/05/opinion/trump-white-house-anonymous-resistance.html. 

Look at the actual text and note what is special. Then look at the list of `suspects in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_Am_Part_of_the_Resistance_Inside_the_Trump_Administration and 

find a piece of their writing and compare. 

(Recently, a book appeared by this author; see https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/07/books/review/a-

warning-anonymous-book-review-trump.html) 
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Some other application of linguistic analysis:  

LIWC (http://liwc.wpengine.com/) Sentiment analysis is used to measure negativity, lying, suicidal 

thoughts, or happiness. Be careful of a silver bullet! 

SCAN (by the laboratory for scientific interrogation). See the criticism by Bogaard et al 2016 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4766305/ 

 

Emoji’s as insults/threats 

https://allafrica.com/stories/202003230197.html 
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