International Journal of Criminology and Sociology, 2014, 3, 327-335 327

An Analysis of Coherence of Chinese Courtroom Discourse
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Abstract: Coherence, the relationships which link the meanings of utterances in a discourse or of the sentences in a
text, is realized on two levels: linear or sequential coherence and global semantic structure. Taking the audio recording
transcripts of two ftrials (one criminal and one civil) as data, this paper analyzes coherence of Chinese courtroom
discourse. The findings indicate that courtroom discourse is coherent semantically (there are meaning relations between
different parts of the discourse), topically (different parts of the discourse accord with its general topic), contextually
(different parts of the discourse mix with the context and accomplish the communication together), and historically (the

discourse refers back to its history, i.e. preceding trials, etc).
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INTRODUCTION

As a typical institutional discourse, courtroom
discourse is strongly purpose-driven, because it
involves important rights, interests and concerns, e.g.,
life, property, reputation, etc. “The purpose of the
courtroom discourse is very clear and definite” (Liao
2012: 86). In order to realize the purpose, courtroom
discourse should be understood clearly, which requires
it to be coherent. Without coherence, courtroom
discourse would be just accumulation of words and
expressions and thus would be confusing. How can
confusing discourse convince others and realize its
purpose? So it is essential for courtroom participants to
produce coherent discourse. This paper analyzes the
linguistic mechanisms for the coherence of courtroom
discourse.

The study of coherence in discourse analysis dates
back to the early 1960s. However it is the book
Cohesion in English published by Halliday and Hasan
in 1976 that really attracted researchers’ attention. With
the development of the research, several theories have
been put forward, i.e., Halliday and Hasan’s cohesion
theory (1976), van Dijk’s macrostructure theory (1977,
1980), Widdowson’s illocutionary act theory (1978),
Mann and Thompson’s rhetorical structure theory
(1988), Brown and Yule’s cognitive frame theory
(1983), Danes and Fries’ thematic progression theory
(1974), Sanders, Spooren and Noordman’s cognitive
parameterization theory (1992, 1993). Of the above,
van Dijk’s (1977, 1980) macrostructure theory is most
suitable for the analysis of such institutional discourse
as courtroom discourse (Tao 2009: 102, Wang 2009:
125).
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Coherence of legal language has attracted scholars’
attention and some research has been conducted.
However, previous studies mainly focus on legislative
text. For example, Xiong (2002), Huang (2008), Hu
(2010) and Yang and Jiang (2014) all examined
coherence of Chinese legislative text, taking
Constitution of China and various laws as data. Liao
(2003, 2012) touched upon coherence of Chinese
courtroom discourse from the perspectives of question-
answer interaction and frame analysis. Lv (2011)
explored coherence in her discussion of power
relations in Chinese courtroom discourse. Up to now,
no scholars have employed van Dijk’s macrostructure
theory to analyze coherence of Chinese courtroom.
This paper is a preliminary attempt in this regard.

COHERENCE

Coherence refers to the relationships which link the
meanings of utterances in a discourse or of the
sentences in a text. Van Dijk (1977 : 95) points out that
coherence of text is realized on two levels: ‘linear or
sequential coherence’ and ‘global overall coherence’,
i.e. coherence of the ‘macrostructure’. The former
refers to ‘the coherence relations holding between
propositions expressed by composite sentences and
sequences of sentences’, which has three aspects: 1)
the sequence of the narration of facts or content,
including the sequence of knowing things according to
conventions; 2) the preciseness and explicitness of the
narration of facts and content; and 3) the organization
and development of the information in the text, the
interaction of given and new information, etc. The
macrostructure of the text refers to the semantic
structure represented by the general topic that governs
the whole text. So a coherent text is a text whose
constituent  parts (episodes, sentences) are
meaningfully related so that the text as a whole makes
sense, even though there may be relatively few formal
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markers of those meaningful relationships-that is,
relatively little explicit cohesion. So coherence has to
do with the global meaning involved in what we want to
express through our speech activity (Mey 2001: 154).

Zhang and Liu (2003:10) argue that the three
requirements for a text to be coherent are: 1) semantic
coherence, which means that there should be meaning
relations between the parts of a text; 2) topical
coherence, requiring that the parts of a text should
accord with its general topic; and 3) contextual
coherence, meaning that the parts of a text mix with the
context and accomplish the communication together.

In the analysis of data, | find that courtroom
participants refer back to the discourse of preceding
trials frequently. For example:

Extract 1

Appellant:  Yuanshén panjué cha ming, “Kaifa gongsrT xiang nanjing
shi jianwéi shénqing quéren han fi ya yuan weéi
gaodang zhuzhai xidoqa.2000 Nian 10 yue 24 ri,
nanjing shi jianwéi zai béigao nanjing zhdng fa wuye
guanli yduxian géngsi de baogao zhong xiéle
“gingkuang shushi” de ziyang”. Shangsu rén renwéi zhe
shi yige rénding de cuowau.

‘The judgment of the original trial says, “The property
development company applied to Nanjing Municipal

Commission of Housing and Urban-Rural Development
to confirm Hanfu Yayuan to be a high-grade residential
village. On Oct. 24, 2000, Nanjing Municipal
Commission of Housing and

Urban-Rural Development verified the report submitted
by the defendant”. The appellant thinks that this is a
wrong verification.’

In Extract 1, the appellant quotes what is said in the
judgment of the original trial and comments on it. This
builds the link between the current trial and its history,
i.e. the original trial (first instance).

Extract 2 Prosecutor: Is your previous confession true?

Defendant: Yes.

In Extract 2, the prosecutor asks the defendant to
comment on his previous confession. The defendant
responds accordingly. This question-answer interaction
(see Liao 2003 for a detailed analysis of question-
answer interactions in Chinese courtroom discourse)
performs the same function as the appellants
statement in Extract 1, i.e. builds the link between the
current trial with its history (the defendant’s confession
in the preceding police interrogation).

The discourse strategy in the above two extracts
figures prominently in the trials. Actually, it is used
frequently by almost all the trial participants. Its function
is to link the current trial with its history (i.e. what

happened or was said before). It plays an important
role in achieving the coherence of courtroom discourse,
because it provides the ‘context of situation’
(Malinowski 1923) of the trial. It is termed ‘historical
coherence’.

The above discourse strategy, i.e. historical
coherence, can also be analyzed from the perspective
of intertextuality’, which is the topic addressed in
another paper of mine (Shi 2014).

COHERENCE OF
DISCOURSE

CHINESE COURTROOM

In this section, two trials (one civil and one criminal)
will be analyzed to demonstrate the coherence of
Chinese courtroom discourse. Let’s first look at a civil
trial.

Coherence of a Civil Trial

This is a civil trial involving property management
fee dispute. The fact of this case is as follows: Xu
(male) and Li (male), two property owners at Hanfu
Garden (the name of a housing estate), refused to pay
the property management fee from March 1, 2002
because they thought that the property management
company at Hanfu Garden (Nanjing Changfa Property
Management Co., Ltd, henceforth NCPM) was not
qualified to charge the fee and its basis and standard
for fee-charging was illegal. NCPM sued Xu and Li to
Xuanwu District People’s Court of Nanjing (henceforth
XDPC). XDPC ruled that Xu and Li should pay the
property management fee. Xu and Li refused to accept
the verdict and appealed to Nanjing Intermediate
People’s Court (henceforth NIPC). The following
extract is taken from the stage of court investigation, in
which the presiding judge is inquiring the appellee
agent on the standard for charging the property
management fee at a certain period of time:

Extract 3
T1 Judge: Niweishéme yao an zhéege bidozhun
shoufeéi?
T2 Appellee agent: :j(anéi women shi gingshi le wuijia ju
e.
T3 Judge: Qingshi le wujia ju?
T4 Appellee agent: Dui

1Intertextua|ity is basically the property texts have of being full of snatches of
other texts, which may be explicity demarcated or merged in, and which text
may assimilate, contradict, ironically echo, and so forth (Fairclough 1992: 84).
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Appellee agent:

Judge:

Appellee agent:

Judge:

Appellee agent:

Judge:

Appellee agent:

Qingshi le nanjing shi wujia ju? Wujia
ju téngyi le? Jixu tongyi ni an zhége
biaozhun shouféi? Shi bushi?

WaUjia ju rang wdmen jinkuai chéngli
yézhu wéiyuanhui.

Dui a, nimen yézhu weéiyuanhui bushi
méiydu chéngli ma? Nizhé duan
shijian zhége kongqué shi zénme shou
de ne?

W3 zhege shoufei shi yézhu tongyi de.
Nage yézhu?

Sudyodu yézhu.

Sudyodu yézhu. Zhé shi z&€nme kan
chilai de ne?

Cong shouféi de gingkuang kéyi kan
cha. Shouféi de shouju.

Nimen xiang sudydu de yézhi dou
zhénggqiu yijian le ma?

Sudyodu de dou shi zhéyang shou de.
Jiushi shud ni buguan yuanyi bu yuanyi
de ni jiu zheyang shou le?

Sudyodu de dou shi zhéyang shou de.
Déng ding le xin de jiagé dud shou de
zai tui.

Jiushi shud ni géi dajia jiang: Piwén
xianzai yijing guoqi le, yézhu
wéiyuanhui hai méiydu chéngli, xianzai
zhege kongqué, réngran an liang kuai
lit shou. Shi zhége yisi ba?

Shi.

Zhe duan shijian shouféi biaozhun shi
an shénme kao de? Jiushi liang kuai
lit? Hai tui bu tui le?

Bu tui.

Na zhé shi shénme yisi ne?
Méishénme yisi

A

VW5 jiu ding le, jiu an zhege shou.
Why did you charge according to this
standard?

Because we had consulted the Bureau
of Commodity Prices.

You had consulted the Bureau of
Commodity Prices?

Yes.

You had consulted the Bureau of
Commodity Prices of Nanjing? Did the
Bureau approve? It allowed you to go
on with the charge according to the
standard, right?

The Bureau asked us to set up the
Property Owners Committee as soon
as possible.

Right, you had not set up the
Committee, had you? During this
period, how did you charge the fee?

The property owners agreed to our
charge.

T9 Judge: Which property owners?

T10 Appellee agent:  All of them.
T11 Judge: All of them. How can you tell?

T12 Appellee agent: It can be seen from the charges, the

receipts.

T13 Judge: Did you consult all the property

owners?
T14 Appellee agent:
T15 Judge:

We charged them all like this.

Do you mean, you charged them like
this, no matter whether they agreed or
not?

T16 Appellee agent:  All were charged like this. We planned
to refund the overcharged property

owners when the new price was set.

T17 Judge: Do you mean you told them: “the

original approval now expires, but the
Property Owners’ Committee has not
been set up, so during this period, the

charge is still ¥2.6/m’”, is that right?
T18 Appellee agent:  Yes.

T19 Judge: What was the standard for charge in

this period? Just ¥2.6/m”? Would it be
refunded?

T20 Appellee agent: No.

T21 Judge: What do you mean?
T22 Appellee agent: No meaning
A

T23 Judge: V| just set the price, and charge

accordingly?’

Extract 3 meets all the three requirements for
coherence. First, let's analyze semantic coherence.
Some key words or phrases, which are closely related
to the topic of this stage, appear recurrently. For
example, shéufei ‘charge’ is used 14 times , bidozhtn
‘standard’ 4 times, wujia ju ‘Bureau of Commodity
Prices’ 4 times, and yezhd wéiyuanhui ‘Property
Owners’ Committee’ 4 times. The most important word
‘shouféi ‘charge’ is scattered in the extract and is
almost equally used by both speakers: 8 times by the
judge and 6 times by the appellee agent, which shows
that the whole extract is semantically linked up by this
key term. Furthermore, the recurrent appearance of
such key words as shoufei ‘charge’, bidozhin
‘standard’, wujia ji Bureau of Commodity Prices’, and
yézhua wéiyuanhui ‘Property Owners’ Committee’
shows that the interaction of given and new information
is systematic. In a word, the whole extract is
semantically coherent.

Another feature is topical coherence. This extract
can be roughly divided into three parts: T1 to T7, T8 to
T16 and T17 to T23. In the first seven turns, the judge
inquires on the standard for charging the property
management fee at a certain period of time, but the
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appellee agent doesn’t give a definite answer. In T8,
the appellee agent attempts to distract the judge’s
attention by introducing a new topic: i.e., the charge
was approved by the property owners. His strategy is
successful and the judge is led to this “new” topic,
which is the focus of attention in the next nine turns.
However, in T17, the judge realizes the trick played by
the appellee agent and tactfully leads the conversation
back to the original topic, i.e. the standard for the
charge (pay attention to réngran an lidng kuai lid shéu
‘the charge is still ¥2.6/m” said by the judge). This shift
of topic throws the appellee agent into an unfavorable
situation, and he has to acknowledge that the standard
for the charge at that period was ¥2.6/m>. In this way,
the judge accomplishes her objective, i.e. to find out
the standard for charging the property management fee
at the period of time in question. In a word, although
the extract can be divided into three parts, it is coherent
as a whole because of its topical coherence.

The extract is also contextually coherent. It is a part
of a civil trial, which is a social activity conducted at a
court. So it belongs to institutional discourse.
Specifically, it is a part of court investigation, in which
the judge inquires the appellee agent on some facts.
Both speakers have their own purposes: the judge
wants to find out the truth of the fact while the appellee
agent tries to say something in favour of his client.
Their purposes make them cooperate and also
“struggle” with each other, which renders the extract
integrated and coherent.

T17 deserves our special attention because it
demonstrates historical coherence. The judge says,
“Do you mean you told them: “the original approval now
expires, but the Property Owners’ Committee has not
been set up, so during this period, the charge is still
¥2.6/m” ", is that right?”. The judge’s discourse refers
back to what the appellee said in the past, which links
the utterance here with its history, i.e. relevant
discourse before this trial.

Coherence of a Criminal Trial

This section analyzes a criminal trial involving theft,
the fact of which is as follows: Li (male, 16 years old)
and Wu (male, 16 years old) dropped school and went
to Jiangning District of Nanjing in August 2006. Lured
by Zhao (who is at large), they began to participate in
thefts with some other youngsters. Altogether Li
participated in 11 thefts and Wu 8. Wu was caught on
the spot in his last theft but Li, Zhao and another
youngster fled the scene. After he was caught, Wu led

the policemen to the place where he and other
youngsters stayed. Li was caught there but Zhao and
other youngsters fled again. They were still at large
when the case was tried on Jan. 15, 2007.

In a criminal trial, usually it's the prosecutor who
interrogates the defendant. In this case, the
interrogation of the prosecutor on the defendants takes
up the major part of the trial and thus figures
prominently. See the following extract in which the
prosecutor interrogates Wu on the 8 thefts he
participated in (The following extract is a modified
version of the original transcript to save space):

Extract 4

T1 Prosecutor: Nishi z&énme hé zhao méu méu, li méu
mou tamen rénshi de?

T2 Defendant: W3 1 yuéfén renshi zhao méu mou de,
dangshi yé bu zhidao ta gan shénme de.

T3 Prosecutor: Ni shi shénme shihou lai nanjing de?

T4 Defendant: Qunian ba yuéfén. Néitian shi zhao mou
mou jiao wd guolai shud péi ta wan ji tian,
yé méiyou shud guolai ganshénme.

T5 Prosecutor: Ba ni jié gudlai zhthou, ni di yici daogie
zhao mdu mdu ydu meéiydu gén ni jiang
qu ganshénme?

T6 Defendant: Méiydu. Daole na bian yihou ta cai gén
w0 jiang qu tou dongxi, dangshi wa jiu zai
waimian wangféng.

T7 Prosecutor: Chu liao wangféng yiwai ni hai you shé
me xingwéi?

T8 Defendant: Di yici méiydu.

T9 Prosecutor: Di yici di didian ni zhidao ma?

T10 Defendant: Zhidao, houlai bianren le.

T11 Prosecutor: Tamen tou le shénme dongxi ni zhidao
ma?

T12 Defendant: MP3, xido lingtdong, diannado néicun tiao,
dongxi tou lai zhthou fang zai zhao mdu
mou na.

T13 Prosecutor: Di ér ci ne?

T14 Defendant: Téngy1 tian xiawu, haishi women si
geérén, wo yeé jinqu le, zhao mdéu mou bai
chuanghu, ranhou li méu mdu jinqu
bamén dakai, wdmen jiu dou jinqu le, zhé
yiIci tou le xianglian yitido, jin jiezhi ér ge,
yinyuan san ge, Xianjin bu gingchu.
Zhéxié dongxi da shi women ziji zhao,
ranhou fang dao yiqi de.

T15 Prosecutor: Shoushi houlai z&nme chuli le?

T16 Defendant: Wdmen yiqi qu mai diao le. Mai le 1350
yuan. Zhéxié gian zhijié jiu géi zhao mou
mou le. Houlai dajia yi qi chifan yong diao
le.

T17 Prosecutor: Di sanci ne?

T18 Defendant: Haishi wdmen si gérén, zai yigé xidaoqld

de yT 16u, yéu zhao mdu mdu bai
chuanghu, li méu mdu zuan jinqu, dakai
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Prosecutor:
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Prosecutor:
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Prosecutor:
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Prosecutor:
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Prosecutor:

Defendant:

Prosecutor:
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Prosecutor:

Defendant:

mén fang women jinqu, zhe ci tou le ying
zhdnghua 6 bao, wu liang chidn 2 ping, jit
mai le 90 Kuai gian, yan rénijia bu shou,
yinwei zhé shi chikdu xiangyan, houlai
women jiu ziji chdou diao le. Zhége gian
yéshi fang zai zhao mdéu mou na, wémen
dajia yi qi hua diao le.

Di sici ne?

Women si gérén zai yige dian [imian, tou
le 500 kuai gian, fang zai zhao méu mou
na, dajia yi qi hua le.

Di wt ci ne?

San gérén, méiydu zhao mdéu mou, zhe ci
shi li mdu modu bai chuanghu de, ranhou
women dajia yi gi jinqu tou le xianjin
rénminbi 100 dud y1dian, dagai you 120
kuai gian. Zhége gian woémen na huiqu
zhthou géi le zhao méu mou.

Di lit ci ne?

Haishi wdmen san gérén, méiyéu zhao
mou mdu, zhé ci shi li méu mou bai
chuanghu de, wdmen san gerén yiqi
jinqu, zhé ci tdu le huangjin xianglian
yitido, ér méi jiezhi, yupei yige, xianjin
déng.

Shoéushi dao na qu le?

Mai le 2140 yuan. Shi li méu mdu qu mai
de.

Na ni zénme zhidao de?

Li méu mou mai lido zhthou géi le zhao
mou mou de, sudyi wo jiu zhidao le.

Di Qici ne?

Women si gérén yiqi jinqu de, tou le
shouji, zhdng héng pai MP4, xianjin.

Zhexié dongxi houlai zénme chli le?
Shouji,MP4 béi zhua de shihou géi kou
le, xianjin fang zai zhao méu mdéu na le.
Zuihou yici ne?

Wdmen si gérén yiqi qu de. Zhao méu
mou bai kai chuang hu, ranhou wo zuan
jinqu, tou le 200 dud kuai gian xianjin,
ertido xianglian, er zhi jiezhi zhéxie
dongxi béi zhua de shihou dou géi kou le.
Ni shi rahé pr fa xian de?

W04 tou le dongxi zhunbei dakai mén rang
rén fa xian de, narén zai wizi waimian de.
Ni dakai mén de shihou san gérén zai
buzai?

Buzai?

Kaimén zhihou ni ydu shé me xingwéi?
W4 pao chiléi li tamen jia de damén bu
dao shi mi de yangzi, béi paichisud de
rén zhua zhu le. Faxian wo de rén méiydu
zhut wo.

How did you get to know Zhao and Li?

| got to know Zhao in January; | did not
know what his job was.
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Prosecutor:
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Prosecutor:
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Prosecutor:

Defendant:
Prosecutor:
Defendant:
Prosecutor:

Defendant:

Prosecutor:

Defendant:

Prosecutor:

Defendant:

Prosecutor:

Defendant:

Prosecutor:

Defendant:

Prosecutor:

Defendant:

Prosecutor:

Defendant:

When did you come to Nanjing?

Last August. That day Zhao called me to
come to stay with him for several days,
but didn’t tell me what to do after | came.

After you came, in your first theft, did
Zhao tell you what to do?

No. He didn’t tell me about the theft until
we arrived at the site. | acted as the
watchman outside the site.

Besides keeping watch, what else did you
do?

Nothing else.

Do you know the site of the first theft?
Yes. | identified it later.

What did they steal, do you know?

MP3, PHS, computer memory bar. After
the theft, the stolen things were kept by
Zhao.

What about the second time?

The same afternoon, still the four of us, |
also went in, Zhao broke the window, and
then Li went in to open the door, then we
all went in. This time we stole one
necklace, two gold rings, and three silver
ingots. The amount of cash is not clear.
We found these things separately, and
then put them together.

How did you deal with the jewelry?

We sold them together, getting¥1350. We
directly gave the money to Zhao. Then we
spent it on meals.

What about the third time?

Still the four of us, on the first floor of a
building in a residential village. Zhao
broke the window; Li went in and opened
the door to let us in. This time we stole six
packs of hard Zhonghua cigarettes, two
bottles of Wu Liang Chun spirits, which
were sold, getting¥90. However, people
did not accept the Zhonghua cigarettes,
because they were export cigarettes, then
we smoked them ourselves. The money
was also given to Zhao and we spent it
together.

What about the fourth time?

The four of us went in a shop and stole
¥500. The money was kept by Zhao and
then spent by us together.

What about the fifth time?

Three of us, without Zhao. This time Li
broke the window, and then we all went in
and stole a little more than ¥100 in cash,
about ¥120. After we got back, we gave
the money to Zhao.

What about the sixth time?

Still three of us, without Zhao, This time Li
broke the window, and then we all went
in. This time we stole a gold necklace,
two rings, a jade pendant, cash and so
on.
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T25 Prosecutor: Where did the jewelry go?

T26 Defendant: They were sold, getting¥2140. Li sold
them.

T27 Prosecutor: How did you know?

T28 Defendant: Li gave the money to Zhao after he sold
the jewelry, so | knew.

T29 Prosecutor: What about the seventh time?

T30 Defendant: The four of us went in together. We stole
a mobile phone, a Zhongheng MP4, and
cash.

T31 Prosecutor: How did you deal with these things?

T32 Defendant: The mobile phone, MP4 were confiscated
when we were arrested; the cash was
kept by Zhao.

T33 Prosecutor: What about the last time?

T34 Defendant: The four of us went together. Zhao broke
the window, and then | went in and stole
¥200 in cash, two necklaces and two
rings. All of these were confiscated when
we were arrested.

T35 Prosecutor: How were you found?

T36 Defendant: When | opened the door after the theft.
The person was outside the house.

T37 Prosecutor: Were the other three there when you
opened the door?

T38 Defendant: No.

T39 Prosecutor: What did you do after you opened the
door?

T40 Defendant: | ran out and was caught by the police

within ten meters from the door. The
person who had found me did not chase
me.

Liao (2003: 385) points out that in trials, questions
and answers themselves are ‘interactional entities’ (or
macro speech acts); the effects and results of the inner
interactions of each side are their general purposes.
Furthermore, the questions and answers together
constitute an ‘interactional entity’, so the collision of the
interactions---irrespective of the degree of cooperation-
--is to lead to an effect, which not only acts on the two
sides of the interaction, but, more importantly,
influences the judge, because the judge will make the
decision according to this effect.

In Extract 4, the prosecutor interrogates Wu on the
8 thefts he participated in and tries to prove that he has
committed the crime and therefore is guilty. In the first
four turns, the prosecutor inquires into some important
facts related to the 8 thefts, which serves as a
preparation for the main interrogation. T5 to T40 is the
interrogation on the 8 thefts, in which T5 to T12 is on
the first theft, T13 to T16 on the second, T17 and T18
on the third, T19 and T20 on the fourth, T21 and T22
on the fifth, T23 to T28 on the sixth, T29 to T32 on the

seventh, and T33 to T40 on the eighth. Each question
asked by the prosecutor has a specific purpose, i.e., to
seek an answer. Each part (questions and answers on
a specific theft) also has a purpose, i.e., to find out
what crime the defendant committed in that specific
theft. The interrogation as a whole has its general
purpose, i.e., to prove that the defendant has
committed the crime and is guilty. So the extract is
hierarchical in structure and purpose. Besides, the
questions are organized in a logical order, i.e., from the
first theft to the last, which is in accordance with “the
sequence of knowing things according to conventions”
(Zhang and Liu 2003: 4).

If we put all the questions asked by the prosecutor
together, we can get a ‘macro-question’ (Liao 2003:
388), i.e. an accusing interrogation, which aims at
proving that the defendant is guilty. See Extract 5
below:

Extract 5

Prosecutor: How did you get to know Zhao and Li?

Prosecutor: When did you come to Nanjing?

Prosecutor: After you came, in your first theft, did Zhao tell you
what to do?

Prosecutor: Besides keeping watch, what else did you do?

Prosecutor: Do you know the place for the first time?

Prosecutor: What did they steal, do you know?

Prosecutor: What about the second time?

Prosecutor: How did you deal with the jewelry?

Prosecutor: What about the third time?

Prosecutor: What about the fourth time?

Prosecutor: What about the fifth time?

Prosecutor: What about the sixth time?

Prosecutor: Where did the jewelry go?

Prosecutor: How did you know?

Prosecutor: What about the seventh time?

Prosecutor: How did you deal with these things?

Prosecutor: What about the last time?

Prosecutor: How were you found?

Prosecutor: Were the other three there when you opened the
door?

Prosecutor: What did you do after you opened the door?

From the above questions, we can see that in the
form of questions, the prosecutor tells us a “story”
(Eades 2010: 34), in which the defendant was first
lured, then participated in the 8 thefts, and finally was
caught by the police. The effect of this macro question
is to show that the defendant did participate in the 8
thefts and played an important role, which leads to the
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conclusion: the defendant is guilty. The defendant's
answers (macro-answer) also prove this point. See
Extract 6 below:

Extract 6

Defendant: | got to know Zhao in January. | did not know what

his job was.

Defendant: Last August. That day Zhao called me to come to
stay with him for several days, but didn’t tell me

what to do after | came.

No. He didn’t tell me about the theft until we arrived
at the site. | acted as the watchman outside the site.

Defendant:

Defendant: Not in the first time.

Defendant: Yes. | identified it later.

Defendant: MP 3, PHS, computer memory bar. After the theft,

the stolen things were kept by Zhao.

Defendant: The same afternoon, still the four of us, | also went
in, Zhao broke the window, and then Li went in to
open the door, then we all went in. This time we
stole one necklace, two gold rings, three ingots, the
amount of cash is not clear. We found these things

separately, and then put them together.

Defendant: We sold them together, getting¥1350. We directly
gave the money to Zhao. Then we spent it on

meals.

Defendant: Still the four of us, on the first floor of a building in a
residential village, Zhao broke the window; Li went
in and opened the door to let us in. This time we
stole six packs of hard Zhonghua cigarettes, two
bottles of Wu Liang Chun spirits, which were sold,
getting¥90. However, people did not accept
Zhonghua cigarettes, because they were export
cigarettes, then we smoked them ourselves. The
money was also given to Zhao and we spent it
together.

Defendant: The four of us went in a shop and stole ¥500. The
money was kept by Zhao and then spent by us

together.

Defendant: Three of us, without Zhao. This time Li broke the
window, and then we all went in and stole a little
more than ¥100 in cash, about ¥120. After we got

back, we gave the money to Zhao.

Defendant: Still three of us, without Zhao, This time Li broke the
window, and then we all went in. This time we stole
a gold necklace, two rings, a jade pendant, cash

and so on.

Defendant: They were sold, getting¥2140. Li sold them.

Defendant: Li gave the money to Zhao after he sold the jewelry,

so | knew.

Defendant: The four of us went in together. We stole a mobile

phone, a Zhongheng MP4, and cash.

Defendant: The mobile phone, MP4 were confiscated when we

were arrested; the cash was kept by Zhao.

Defendant: The four of us went together. Zhao broke the
window, and then | went in and stole ¥200 in cash,
two necklaces, two rings. All of these were

confiscated when we were arrested.

Defendant: When | opened the door after the theft. The person

was outside the house.

Defendant: No.

Defendant: | ran out and was caught by the police within ten

meters from the door. The person who had found
me did not chase me.

The above answers of the defendant constitute
another half of the “story” initiated by the prosecutor. In
a sense, these questions fill in the blanks purposefully
left by the prosecutor. Of course, in this version of
“story” dominated by the prosecutor, what the
defendant says is in service of the prosecutor’s
purpose and is thus disadvantageous for the defendant
himself.

However, the defense attorney has another “story”

to tell. See Extract 7 below:

Extract 7

T1 Defense attorney:  Ni shi shui han ni lai de?

T2 Defendant: Zhao mOu mou, ta han wo lai wan,
dangshi ta yé zhidao wd meéiyou
gongzuo.

T3 Defense attorney:  Ni shi shénme shihou zhidao tamen
shi qu daoqié de?

T4 Defendant: W0 shigian bu zhidao, houlai daole
difang cai zhidao.

T5 Defense attorney:  Nimen daogié zhigian you méiyou fen
gong?

T6 Defendant: Zhao Moéumdu jiang guo, ta shud ta
fuzé bai chuanghu, Li Mbumdu jinqu,
ranhou wémen yiqi jinqu.

T7 Defense attorney:  Zuihou yici ni shud chi le mén béi
zhua le, dangshi shi géi shui faxian
le?

T8 Defendant: Shi géi zhé hu rénjia de linja faxian
le, yinweéi ta kan zhe wd jinqu, jiu zai
waimian déng zhe wo.

T9 Defense attorney: ~ Cdéng ni jinmén dao jingcha lai dagai
you dud chang shijian?

T10 Defendant: Shi ji fénzhong.

‘T1 Defense attorney: ~ Who asked you to come?

T2 Defendant: Zhao, he called me to come and play,
at that time he knew | didn’t have a
job.

T3 Defense attorney: ~ When did you know they went to
steal?

T4 Defendant: | didn’t know in advance, but only
knew after | came to the site.

T5 Defense attorney: ~ Was there division of labor before the
theft?

T6 Defendant: Zhao said, he said he was
responsible for breaking the window,
Li went in, and then we went in
together.

T7 Defense attorney:  The last time, you said, you were

caught outside the door, who found
you?
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T8 Defendant: | was found by a neighbour of this
family, because he watched me go in,
and just waited for me outside.

T9 Defense attorney:  How long was it between the time
your entered the room and the time
you were caught by the police?

T10 Defendant: Over 10 minutes.’

The questions asked by the defense attorney and
the prosecutor about the same facts are different, see
Table 1.

Now, let's examine the differences between the
questions asked by the defense attorney and the
prosecutor in detail. In T1, the defense attorney asks Ni
shi shui han ni' lai de? ‘Who asked you to come?’, while
the question asked by the prosecutor about the same
fact is Ni shi shénme shihou lai nanjing de? ‘When did
you come to Nanjing?’ The difference between the two
questions is that the former shows that the reason for
the defendant to come to Nanjing is ‘he was asked by
someone’; while the latter means that the defendant
came to Nanjing on his own initiative, without being
asked by anyone. So, the former implies that the
defendant was lured or even controlled by someone to
participate in the thefts while the latter has no such
implications.

In T3, the defense attorney asks Ni shi shénme
shihou zhidao tamen shi qu daoqié de? ‘When did you
know they were going to steal?’; while the prosecutor’s
question about the same fact is Ni di yici daogie zhao
mou mdu ydu méiydu gén ni jiang qu ganshénme? (In
your first theft, did Zhao tell you what to do?) The
difference is quite obvious: 1). the nature of the
defendant’s behavior is different according to the
questions: in the former, the defendant seems to have
nothing to do with the theft because it was ‘they’ who
‘were going to steal’, so the defendant is depicted as a

bystander in the first theft. However, in the prosecutor’s
question, the defendant is presupposed to be a
participant in the theft. Notice the part ni di yici daogié
‘your first theft’; 2). Different types of questions are
asked. The former is a so-called ‘wh’ question,
beginning with Shénme shihou ‘When’, while the latter
is a ‘yes/no’ question, which requires a ‘yes’ or ‘no’
answer. The difference is that the former gives the
defendant an opportunity to make some statement
which is favorable to him while the latter sets tight limits
on the content of the defendant’'s answer (Fairclough
1992: 141), which leaves little room for the defendant
to speak for himself.

In the third pair, the question asked by the defense
attorney is Nimen daogie zhigian ydéu méiydu fén
géng? ‘Was there division of labor before the theft?’
while the prosecutor’s question is Chu lio wangfeng yi
wai ni hai you shé me xingwéi? ‘Besides keeping
watch, what else did you do?’. It should be pointed out
that both the defense attorney and the prosecutor know
that there was division of labor before the theft, and the
task for the defendant was to keep watch, which was
the least important role in the theft. So the purpose for
the defense attorney is to show that the defendant
played a minor role in his first theft. In contrast, the
prosecutor's question presupposes that the defendant
did something else besides keeping watch. His
purpose is to induce the defendant to say more about
what he did in the theft, which is of course detrimental
to the defendant.

In T9, the defense attorney asks Coéng ni jinmén
dao jingcha lai dagai ydu dué chang shijian? ‘How long
was it between the time your entered the room and the
time you were caught by the police?’ The prosecutor
doesn’t ask any question about this fact. So the

Table 1: Questions Asked by the Defense Attorney and the Prosecutor

Questions asked by the defense attorney

Questions asked by the prosecutor

1. Ni shi shui han ni lai de?
‘Who asked you to come?’

1. Ni shi shénme shihou lai nanjing de?
‘When did you come to Nanjing?’

Ni shi shénme shihou zhidao tamen
shiqu daogie de?
‘When did you know they went to steal?’

2. Nidi yici daogié zhao méu mdu ydu méiydu gén ni jiang qu
ganshénme?
‘In your first theft, did Zhao tell you what to do?’

Nimen daogié zhigian yéu méiydu fen gong?
‘Was there division of labor before the theft?’

Chu lido wangféng yiwai nihai you shé me
xingwéi?
‘Besides keeping watch, what else did you do?’

4. Céng ni jinmén dao jingcha lai dagai you dud chang shijian?
‘How long was it between the time your entered the room and the
time you were caught by the police?’

No.
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purpose for the defense attorney to ask this question
deserves notice. By asking this question, he maybe
wants to show that it was a short period between the
time the defendant entered the room and the time he
was caught by the police. In such a short time, the
defendant couldn’t steal a lot of things and thus
couldn’t cause serious harm to the owner of the house.

In a word, in this extract the defense attorney tries
to prove that: 1) the defendant was lured by someone
to participate in the thefts; 2) the defendant played a
minor role in the thefts; and 3) his behavior didn’t cause
serious harm to the society. The overall purpose for the
defense attorney is to mitigate the punishment upon
the defendant. All the questions are in service for the
same general purpose, so they are topically coherent.
Furthermore, the extract has contextual and semantic
coherence because it is a part of court interrogation
and all the questions are about the defendant’s thefts
and thus semantically related to each other. Last but
not least, the extract is coherent historically, because it
refers back to what Zhao (a key figure in the thefts)
said in the thefts (see T4 and T6).

CONCLUSION

Courtroom discourse is purpose-driven and
coherence is essential for the realization of purpose.
This paper analyzes the audio recording transcripts of
two trials in China and finds that courtroom discourse is
coherent semantically, topically, contextually, and
historically. The findings can shed light on the linguistic
mechanisms of coherence in Chinese courtroom
discourse.
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