Ethnography of the Washington State Supreme Court

As in fall quarter, you will conduct only the observational part of an ethnography.  If we were to conduct a full-scale ethnography, you would conduct interviews or play a participant/observer role and then present a deep analysis of an event, space, or practice.  Because we are dealing with the courts, and the process for Human Subjects Review is so complex, we are limiting ourselves to observation.  This observation is part of your training to present oral arguments at the Evergreen Supreme Court.  Remember, even if you happen to meet a Supreme Court judge or lawyer who has argued a case in that venue, you do not have permission to interview as a way of informing your work in our class.

Assignments:  Creating a Supreme Court Persona

It will be most useful to choose a single Supreme Court case and complete the two assignments (explained below) on that one case.  This will permit you to familiarize yourself with close analysis.  Also, because you can watch the proceedings repeatedly, you can be very specific.  In these assignments describing particular instances in detail is your goal.  As you do this work, imagine you are watching people of another culture whose every movement and word could be significant.  Look for patterns to discover which of these actually are significant.  As you do this work, you will discover a great deal about what characterizes the Supreme Court Persona and you will find it easier to create your own.  

#1: Ritual Aspects of the Washington State Supreme Court

Ritual, in the sense we are using it, means the ways in which people frame the speech event or the sequences of discourse chunks to indicate this is the Supreme Court.

For this assignment you will describe in a 1-2 page single-spaced paper the elements that contribute to this ritual frame.  Use a narrative style with full sentences and descriptive terminology (use the terminology you are learning):  

· Forms of address

· Turn-taking routines

· Use of space (posture and gestures)

· Clothing

· Aspects of the discourse that reference legal principles such as citing precedent (is this consistent with our ruling in Doe v. State of Washington…, in Doe v. Washington the court said…); due process (adequate notice); purview (legislative or judicial); level of scrutiny (strict, mid-tier, minimal); constitutional v. procedural v. substantive.

Be sure to give clear examples of as many types of ritual behavior as you can in just one case of your choosing.  You do not need to describe the behavior of all the judges, but you do need to describe the counsel for the defendant and the counsel for the prosecution.

#2  Disruptions in the Routine of the Washington State Supreme Court
In any speech event (e.g. the courtroom), you will find that speakers use a routine or habitual way of organizing their talk.  This organization is both verbal and nonverbal.  For this assignment, note each speaker’s habitual way of sitting or standing, the gestures they use, their usual way of speaking.  As you observe the proceedings, take note of breaks in the routine or habitual verbal and nonverbal behavior.  Try to find at least two moments in which some disruption seems to have occurred.  You may find that this is a disagreement or it may be a temporary loss of composure.  Try to determine why by looking at the tape.  In other words, do not suggest a psychological reason for the disruption; instead, find the evidence for your conclusion in the behavior itself.

Write a 1-2 page single-spaced paper in which you describe the habitual verbal and nonverbal behavior of the speakers involved in the disruption.  Briefly describe what happens to disrupt the discourse, providing a short transcription if necessary.  You should not make any global assessments of this interaction; it will be enough to describe two particular moments. Be sure to indicate the name of the case and the date it was argued.
These two assignments are due at the beginning of seminar, Tuesday, Feb. 7, Week V.  This is not indicated on the weekly schedule we distributed the first day of class, but is an additional assignment detail that we stated we would be providing. The weekly schedule on the program website now reflects this due date. 

