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Abstract

Common causes of wrongful conviction include eyewitness misidentification,
improper forensics, or false confessions (Garrett in Convicting the innocent: where
criminal prosecutions go wrong, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 2011;
Innocence Canada, https://www.innocencecanada.com/causes-of-wrongful-convi
ctions/); whilst none of these factors are in question in this paper, the notion put
forward is that a more implicit factor is also at play; that is, the newspaper cover-
age of a criminal case during the lead up to trial. According to Felton Rosulek (Text
Talk 28:529-550, 2008), “[...] linguistic choices conspire together [...] and create a
specific interpretation of reality”. Thus, this paper explores how the accused and the
(alleged) criminal events pertaining to a high-profile case of the 1980s in New York
are discursively framed in a range of press coverage across the USA and further
afield. The corpus comprises newspaper articles reporting on the Central Park Jog-
ger case, which resulted in the wrongful conviction and lost freedom of five innocent
young men. Using corpus-assisted critical discourse analysis (CADS) (Partington
and Marchi, in: Biber, Reppen (eds) The Cambridge handbook of English corpus
linguistics, Cambridge University Press, 2015; Stubbs in Text and corpus analysis.
Computer-assisted studies of language and culture. Blackwell, Oxford, 1996), the
TransITIVITY patterns (Halliday and Matthiessen in Halliday’s introduction to func-
tional grammar, Routledge, London, 2014) present in the press coverage are exam-
ined to gain insights into whether the portrayal of (1) the accused and (2) the victim
at the centre of this case may have contributed to securing a wrongful conviction.
Furthermore, this paper strives to (1) draw awareness to wrongful convictions more
generally and (2) contribute to studies on TRANsITIVITY, which serve to highlight
societal injustice and the power of printed news when determining the innocence or
guilt of an accused individual. To acquire both quantitative and qualitative results,
the UAM Corpus Tool (O’Donnell in UAM Corpus Tool, http://www.corpustool.
com/) was also employed here.
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1 Introduction

Through recent exposure to different news sources, it seems there has been a sudden
emergence or, perhaps more accurately put, a sudden recognition of wrongful con-
victions and, particularly, cases that have occurred across the United States. Numer-
ous media and social media outlets, including national and international newspapers,
Instagram, Twitter, Netflix, to name few, have been reporting on cases in which peo-
ple have had years of their lives and freedom unjustly stolen from them as a result
of human error and that, ultimately, contributes to generating a rather flawed justice
system. Examples of wrongful conviction cases that surfaced in 2021 alone include
Dontae Sharpe,! who spent 26 years in prison for a murder that he did not com-
mit, Joyce Watkins,” who spent 27 years in prison for the murder of her great niece
and has just last month been exonerated, Henry McCollum and half-brother Leon
Brown,® who spent 31 years in prison for a rape and murder that neither commit-
ted and Kevin Strickland,* who spent 42 years in prison for a triple murder that he
did not commit. Whilst only four cases are cited here, the list is far more extensive
with evidence from the National Registry of Exonerations’ in the US suggesting that
these are merely the tip of the iceberg.

Both local and national newspapers are particularly influential when it comes to
swaying public opinion about real-world events and, especially, events concerned
with the criminal justice system. As [52: 3] remarks, “very few of us, if any, are
unaffected by media discourse”. Furthermore, readers readily assume that newspa-
pers provide “faithful reports of events that happened out there in the real world
beyond our immediate experience” [19: 10, 5: 430]. However, as Fowler asserts, “all
news is always reported from some particular angle” and “[t]here are always differ-
ent ways of saying the same thing [...] they are not rando, accidental alternatives”
[19: 4]. Thus, “[...] differences in expression carry ideological distinctions (and
thus differences in representation)” [19: 4]. With that in mind, whilst newspapers
are seen above to report on cases of wrongful conviction after the truth has come to
light, it is equally important to acknowledge that any newspaper coverage, prior to a
defendant’s trial, indeed has the potential to “have a detrimental effect on an accused
person’s right to a fair trial by jury” [5: 428]. This idea has been put to the test in

! See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-59270426 for the news report by the BBC.

2 See https://www.cnn.com/2022/01/14/us/woman-wrongfully-convicted-exonerated-trnd/index.html for
the CNN news report.

3 See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-57152860 for the news report by the BBC.

4 See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-59396598 for the news report by the BBC.

5 See https://www.law.umich.edu/special/exoneration/Pages/about.aspx for a list of exonerees (1989—pre-
sent day).
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this paper, with a focus on one of the most high-profile criminal cases of wrongful
conviction in history: the case of the Central Park Five.®

In the late 1980s, the case of the Exonerated Five attracted attention on a global
scale when five teenagers at the time, Antron McCray, Kevin Richardson, Yusef
Salaam, Raymond Santana and Korey Wise, found themselves accused of the rape
and attempted murder of a young female jogger, Trisha Meilli, in Central Park, New
York. All five teenagers were convicted of the charges and sentenced to several years
in prison before eventually being exonerated in 2002 of any wrongdoing. Accord-
ing to the Exonerated Five themselves, the media had a very damaging effect on the
outcome of their case, with Raymond Santana insisting in one of his Instagram posts
that “the media made it very difficult for our case to get a fair trial. It is estimated
that over 400 articles were written about us in a 2-week span calling us #Wolfpack
#Wilding #Superpredator” (personal communication, 4th November 2021). In light
of these remarks together with our understanding that, because of their role in con-
struing social realities [19: 2], newspapers have a high degree of power and influ-
ence over the general population, it seems worthwhile exploring the notion that the
representation of particular individuals in the printed press, in this case five black
American teenagers, may have been a contributing factor to their wrongful convic-
tion. As Chancellor [5: 428] maintains, “Pre-trial publicity frequently provides prej-
udicial information to the public, especially in high-profile or serious crimes, which
limits the ability to find truly impartial jurors who have not been affected by the
associated publicity”, an argument that lends itself nicely to the research questions
proposed in this paper, which are as follows:

1. Do the newspaper examined portray the Exonerated Five as guilty before the trial
commences?
2. Do the newspapers examined portray Trisha Meili as a “real” victim?

Before addressing the abovementioned questions in Sect. 5 of this article, we
first delve into a description of the causes of wrongful convictions that have been
identified thus far (see Sect. 2); Sect. 3 will provide a summary of some of the key
research conducted to date examining the discursive portrayal across news outlets of
serious criminal activities, such as rape and murder; Sect. 4 will detail the dataset,
together with the theoretical framework applied in this study using the UAM Corpus
tool [42] for analysis purposes; Sect. 5 will address each of the research questions
and, lastly, Sect. 6 will offer some preliminary conclusions surrounding language
within newspaper coverage as a contributing factor in wrongful conviction cases.

% The Central Park Five from this point forward will, instead, be referred to as The Exonerated Five.
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2 Causes of Wrongful Convictions

Due to the hard work of many legal experts around the world, more and more wrong-
ful convictions are being overturned with innocent people exonerated of crimes that
they never committed or that were never crimes to begin with. Furthermore, thanks
to the endeavour by legal professionals to right those cases that slip through the net,
we can begin to acquire insights into the issues that emerge at the original trial of
the accused and that may prove a contributing factor to their erroneous guilty ver-
dict, a loss of one’s freedom and, ultimately, a serious miscarriage of justice. Simi-
larly, we can work towards preventing future miscarriages of justice, although to do
so, it is paramount that the underlying causes of wrongful convictions are not only
detected but also exposed. Thus, aside from their obvious relevance here, the latter
is also justification for their inclusion in the current paper.

To date, a range of causes have been identified and discussed in depth by those
working for any one of the numerous Innocence Projects worldwide’ or within the
broader legal arena itself. These causes include tunnel vision which, as Brants (5:
164) explains, refers to “the consequence of fixation on a certain suspect (bias) and
the reason why this leads to a one-sided search for more incriminating evidence
or to interpretations of evidence as incriminating (bias-confirmation), even in the
face of facts that point in the opposite direction (belief perseverance) [...] It is an
inevitable element of human fallibility in criminal justice”. To add to the latter,
other issues identified include professional misconduct [10], closely intertwined
with the abovementioned cause, although as Brants [4: 165] maintains, one assumes
“few policemen or prosecutors would intentionally ‘pin guilt’ on an innocent per-
son [...]”. The issue arises because “funnel vision prevents us from seeing anything
other than what is within our restricted range and, more importantly, leads us to
believe there is nothing beyond what we can see” (ibid).

Although often serving to expose and correct a miscarriage of justice [9:
714-715], another contributing factor of wrongful convictions is faulty forensics,
whereby so-called experts reach inaccurate conclusions regarding scientific evi-
dence [32, 53, 55]; however, due to their status as “experts”, they are rarely doubted
by the jury. Additional symptoms include jailhouse informant testimony, in which
individuals who are already in prison are asked to testify against the accused in
return for reduced jail time or an equally appealing form of compensation [39, 56]
and systemic discrimination, whereby race and gender appears to impact the fate of
an accused at trial [1].

Lastly, and in addition to the above cited causes, eyewitness misidentification,
in which the victim or witness of a crime mistakenly identifies a suspect who is not
in fact responsible [17, 46], or false confessions, in which suspects are coerced into
telling police that they committed criminal activities that they did not [cf. 21 for

7 See, for instance, https://californiainnocenceproject.org/, https://www.innocencecanada.com/causes-
of-wrongful-convictions/, https://www.law.northwestern.edu/legalclinic/wrongfulconvictions/issues/,
https://law.uc.edu/real-world-learning/centers/ohio-innocence-project-at-cincinnati-law/educational-
resources.html#factors for a list of causes.
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details on the McCollum brothers’ wrongful conviction case; 27, 48], are thought
to be the most common instigators of wrongful convictions. According to the Inno-
cence Project, of all exoneration cases that have emerged so far and, subsequently,
proved a client’s innocence with DNA testing, 70% involved people originally con-
victed on the basis of incorrect eyewitness identification. Similarly, in light of the
known number of false confessions to date, it is estimated that of 2 million peo-
ple incarcerated in the United States at present, with 10% most likely innocent of
any wrongdoing, an average of 50,000 cases are likely to be convictions that result
from false confessions. This cause is particularly pertinent here given that four of
the now Exonerated Five were coerced into giving a false confession to police with
the understanding that if they told police what they wanted to hear, the five teens
would be allowed to go home. Of course, that did not occur and, instead, after alleg-
ing their involvement in the rape and attempted murder of Trisha Meili, all five boys
were handed down prison sentences ranging from 5 to 12 years.

Although each of the causes outlined above can inevitably play a role in how
likely a case will end up in a wrongful conviction, there are two things worth
remarking upon. Firstly, all of the instigating factors described relate to one thing,
which is the potential for human error. As Justice Blackman acknowledges, “human
error is inevitable” [22]. Secondly and, although touched upon in other research [5,
23], another factor yet to appear among the more established list of wrongful convic-
tion causes is how the press coverage of a case during the lead up to trial may also
play a part. That is, the representation (i.e. the way in which language is used to
denote certain groups, events and even non-animate entities) of the accused as well
as the victim(s) involved may also nurture a wrongful conviction. This idea can, of
course, extend to the courtroom and how each of the participants are discursively
portrayed during trial by lawyers for each side of the case; however, for the purposes
of this paper, the focus will remain on the language employed by the press during
the lead up to the Exonerated Five’s original trial and the impact, if any, this may
have had on the original outcome of their case.

3 Research on Reports of Criminal Activity in the Media

As Chancellor [5: 430] remarks, within criminology and sociology there has been
a substantial amount of research looking into the media (i.e. newspapers, TV, radio,
etc.) representation of criminal activity [12, 30, 41, 43]. Some of this research,
in line with the topic of the current paper, has focussed on exoneration cases that
have emerged and, in which, as Krajicek [31: 2] acknowledges, has led the media
to receive recognition for their role in assisting with overturning a wrongful con-
viction case. That said, there seems to be far less research that examines whether
“the media’s compliant coverage of any number of criminal prosecutions” has ulti-
mately increased the likelihood of a wrongful conviction to begin with (ibid), bar
perhaps a few exceptions, although rarely have these been explored within the scope
of linguistics [49]. Instead, the focus has primarily been on examining concepts such
as tunnel vision and other symptoms of wrongful conviction such as those outlined
above. With that in mind, previous studies differ somewhat from the current paper,
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which not only aims to contribute further to the shortage of research in this area and
take it beyond the scope of criminology and/or sociology, but also provide a rich
linguistic analysis that may serve to further test the hypothesis put forward by crimi-
nology scholars. That is, they raise the question of whether the media, whilst rarely
held accountable for their role in wrongful conviction cases, does in fact nurture a
guilty verdict as a result of the language employed, regardless of what the truth may
actually be.

To provide a brief overview of the research that has examined the news coverage
of wrongful convictions, one notable study is that by Chancellor [5], who explores
the role that pre-trial publicity plays in wrongful conviction cases. In her study
designed to determine whether news reporting has any connection with public per-
ception and the presumption of innocence in jury trials, specifically focussing on the
cases of Guy Paul Morin and Robert Baltovich in Canada, Chancellor [5] uncovers
three important findings: (i) the news reports were constructed to create a good vs
an evil side, with victims of the crimes construed in such a way that would guar-
antee sympathy from the general public (e.g. as a young and innocent child in the
case of Guy Paul Morin); (ii) the news stories were construed with the intention of
inciting fear in the general public through, for instance, specifying a motive for the
crime or, otherwise, associating the crime with criminal activity on a larger scale
(e.g. linking Robert Baltovich’s alleged crime with high rates of sexual assault in
the region); and (iii) the pre-trial publicity in these cases served to accentuate public
outrage and, essentially cause exonerees Guy Paul Morin and Robert Baltovich to,
more than likely, be denied a fair trial. From these findings and, particularly, the
latter, Chancellor proposes ways in which courts can ensure that, in spite of pre-
trial publicity, defendants are not presumed guilty before their case has even gone
to trial. Among her recommendations is to (i) continually educate jurors throughout
the trial by providing them with guidelines on fundamental legal principles such as
“beyond a reasonable doubt”; (ii) to remind juror members not to consult news and
online sources; and (iii) to perhaps distribute a questionnaire to jurors on completion
of the trial to assess how they reached their verdict. Whilst these suggestions are
certainly valid and would no doubt, if implemented, give the accused a better chance
of a fair trial, what is perhaps most remarkable about these suggestions is that they,
once again, infer that blame does not lie with the news outlets themselves; instead,
those who make the law are the ones responsible for ensuring that juries do not have
access and, in turn, allow the press to influence them. Thus, whilst society contin-
ues to look for a solution to address the impact of pre-trial publicity on defendants
due to stand trial, one may argue that the same types of pre-trial publicity, for better
or for worse, will inevitably continue to emerge and, likewise, the cycle of precon-
ceived prejudicial trials.

Other research that merits attention, given the topic of this article, is by Statham
[49], who examines the role of the media in jury trials. Although he makes no men-
tion of wrongful conviction cases specifically, he does nonetheless assert that his aim
is to establish the extent to which the interaction of media and legal discourses may
impact upon the administration of justice [49: 2]. Furthermore, his research draws
on systemic functional linguistics, as I do in this paper, with a focus on TRANSITIV-
1Ty and ApprAISAL in Chapters 4 and 5, specifically. On closer examination, Statham
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[49: 243] asserts that an analysis of newspaper articles reporting on criminal events
clearly evidences the fact that the discourse plays a significant part in the construc-
tion of conceptualisations of crime for potential jurors” and, moreover, that a TRAN-
SITIVITY analysis of his newspaper dataset indicates that “there can be no sugges-
tion of objective neutrality in media language” [49: 245]. He also goes on to remark
that “[c]Joncepts of criminality and deviance are experienced by potential jurors in
their role as media consumers” and, therefore, “the community values they bring to
trial are not [...] ‘common sense justice’ [18], but rather derive from their continual
interaction with ideological media discourses [49: 286]. Although not resulting in
a (wrongful) conviction, Statham [49: 247] makes nce to the Madeleine McCann
case and the press coverage surrounding her parents as potential suspects in her dis-
appearance whilst holidaying as a family in Portugal in May 2007. More specifi-
cally, he notes that “the level of condemnation expressed in an article would be an
attractive commodity to a prosecuting attorney” and “covet an explicit opportunity
to so negatively judge” the McCanns. With this in mind, had this high-profile case,
described by The Daily Telegraph as the most heavily reported missing-person case
in history, ever reached trial, it begs the question as to whether or not the McCanns
would have faced a fair trial.

A final study that seems particularly pertinent to the current research paper is that
by Clark [7], who examined newspaper articles from The Sun over a 3-month period
between late 1986 and early 1987, those of which reported on more than 30 cases of
male/female violence, sometimes of a sexual nature. Clark [7] set out to examine the
TRANSITIVITY patterns across the newspaper discourse in question, in addition to the
naming labels ascribed to particular participants who, in one way or another, were
involved in the criminal events reported on by journalists. Among her findings, the
accused was frequently labelled as a beast, a monster or a fiend, closely aligning
with the type of press exposure received by the Exonerated Five when they had been
detained and were under suspicion; that is, the Exonerated Five were commonly
referred to as a wolfpack or as animals, serving not only to dramatise the story itself
and, thus, make it more newsworthy [40], but simultaneously incite public fear and
encourage the justification of harsh punishments for those alleged lawbreakers [57:
1]. That is, such descriptions inevitably conjure up an undesirable image in the
minds of the general public, some of whom may have been called for jury service to
try the very case for which they have had constant exposure to with countless nega-
tive associations concerning the accused.

To add to the latter, the TRaNsITIVITY analysis in Clark’s [7] study suggests that
the positions or, even, blatant absence of particular participants in certain clauses, be
it in the headline or the main article itself, proved also somewhat revealing of who,
if anyone, was held responsible for criminal activity. For instance, in one example
the newspaper headline in Clark’s [7] corpus read as follows: Girl 7 murdered while
mum drank at pub. One may first remark on the fact that through adopting the pas-
sive voice, no doubt in part so as to keep the headline short and punchy, The Sun
nonetheless omits mention of a potential offender; as a result, the focus shifts from
the criminal onto the victim. Furthermore, in this particular headline, thanks to the
conjunction while placed in between two clauses, i.e. Girl 7 murdered and mum
drank at pub, there is implicit blame assigned to this girl’s mother for not being at
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home with her 7-year-old daughter as society would expect. Therefore, we witness
once again a shift of responsibility away from the actual perpetrator who committed
murder and instead towards the mother with a suggestion of parent negligence.

Given that in the current paper a TRANSITIVITY analysis is also carried out on the
dataset, a look at how both the five accused teens and the victim are positioned in
the clause will be of much interest as it should also provide us with valuable insights
into how the Exonerated Five were portrayed and, in turn, give us a sense of whether
or not this could have been damaging to their impending trial at the time.

The latter now concludes a discussion of some research that, to date, has explored
the portrayal of criminals, victims and criminal activities in newspaper and media
discourse more widely, within and beyond the field of Linguistics. Section 4 will
proceed with a brief explanation of the dataset retrieved for this study, together with
the TraNsITIVITY framework that is used for analysis purposes.

4 Data and Method
4.1 Data

The dataset acquired for the present study consists of a broad set of newspaper arti-
cles that were published in 1989 following the rape and attempted murder of Tri-
sha Meili in Central Park, New York. The newspaper articles were retrieved using
LexisNexis, an online database that readily provides access for academic scholars to
national and international press coverage of events around the world, in addition to
courtroom judgements. In line with the aims of the current paper, however, only the
former were retrieved.

The newspaper articles collected for this study were selected on the basis of two
criteria: (i) the date of publication; and (ii) solely articles that reported on the Cen-
tral Park Jogger case. The dates taken into consideration for the purposes of this
paper range from April 20th 1989 (the day after the attack occurred) and 25th June
1990 (the day that the first trial® began). With this in mind, a total of 131 articles
were retrieved from all available newspapers, which included The New York Times
(USA), The Associated Press (USA), United Press International (USA), The
Toronto Star (Canada), The Guardian (UK), The Sun Herald (USA), Sunday Tas-
manian (Australia), Sunday Mail (UK), New York Daily News (USA), The Christian
Science Monitor (USA), Petersburgh Times (USA, formerly called the Tampa Bay
Times), The Globe and Mail (Canada), St Louis Post Dispatch (USA), The Mercury
(Australia), The Independent (UK), USA Today (USA), CBS News (USA), Courier
Mail (Australia) and The Canadian Press (Canada), resulting in a total word count
of 70,417 tokens. The fact that one of the aims of this paper was not to compare
newspapers but, rather, gain a general overview of how the Exonerated Five and
those involved were reported on, it seemed worthwhile collecting as much coverage

8 There were two separate trials for the Central Park Five case and, thus, not all defendants were tried at
the same time, which was allegedly tactical on the part of the prosecution.
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as possible, regardless of the newspaper source. That said, one must acknowledge
that the results from this study may well have been different had there only been, for
instance, an analysis of regional newspapers and not such a wide selection that, in
this case, included local and global newspapers in an attempt to acquire a fuller and
more reliable picture. Nonetheless, the prevalence of news articles in and around the
USA, as well as in Canada, the UK, and Australia also offers a clear indication of
how this case made headlines right across the globe and, thus, further justifies the
scope of the corpus retrieved. In order to ensure that articles were only selected if
reporting on the Central Park Jogger case and/or those involved, a series of search
terms were used, to include: Central Park Five, Central Park jogger, rape, Anton
McCray, Kevin Richardson, Yusef Salaam, Raymond Santana, Korey Wise and
Patricia Meili. Following this, proof reading of the articles was carried out in order
to check that the articles discussed the case and/or those involved and to ensure that
any duplicates were removed from the corpus before commencing the analysis.

4.2 Theoretical Framework and Method

For the purposes of analysing the abovementioned newspaper corpus and, in line
with the aims of this paper, the TrRansITIVITY framework by Halliday and Matthies-
sen [25] is employed here. A TRaNsITIVITY analysis is expected to shed light on the
types of verbs (and nominalisations), henceforth referred to as process types, that
emerge in the dataset and, more specifically, which participant roles are assigned
to each of the Exonerated Five members and the victim of this case. In doing so,
the findings are considered likely to reveal whether or not there is a more positive
or negative portrayal of those involved as well as point towards accountability and
whether the accused, in particular, are in fact presumed guilty before the case even
reaches trial. The simple editorial decision to use an active clause with an explicit
agent’ as opposed to a passive clause in which the agent is removed, for instance,
is ideologically driven [cf. 19: 4] and, therefore, a TRANSITIVITY analysis will serve
to uncover such patterns and how this can colour the representation of particular
participants.

According to Halliday and Webster [26: 25], the TRANSITIVITY system pertains to
the experiential metafunction of language, which linguistically encodes and repre-
sents our experiences. Although not the only system of TRANSITIVITY proposed to
date [15], Halliday and Matthiessen [25] put forward the most widely used in Sys-
temic Functional Linguistics (SFL), with their framework comprising 3 compo-
nents: process types, participants and circumstances. Whilst the former two com-
ponents are central to the system of TRANSITIVITY, the latter is defined as peripheral
on the grounds that, unlike participant types which are process specific and an
inherent part of the clause, circumstances can instead appear together with almost
any, if not all process types. The focus in this paper is, specifically, on each of the

° The term Actor is used by Halliday and Matthiessen [25] and will be used henceforth in this paper.
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Table 1 TransiTIVITY process and participant types [25]

Process type Material Mental Relational® Verbal Existential Complex
Process subcat- Transformative Cognitive Attributive
egory Emotive
Creative Perceptive Identifying
Desiderative
Participant roles Actor Senser Carrier Sayer Existent
Goal Attribute
Beneficiary: recipi- Phenomenon Attributor Receiver
ent
Beneficiary: client Identified  Verbiage
Scope Inducer Identifier — Target
Initiator Assigner

“Both relational attributive and relational identifying types have 3 further subcategories, namely inten-
sive, possessive and circumstantial (See [25: 265-297] for more details)

process categories and subcategories, together with their pertinent participant roles,
as detailed in Table 1'° below.

The TransITIVITY framework [25] has been used for a vast amount of Critical Dis-
course Analysis research [3, 11, 34, 36, 38] with the aim of examining the way in
which power and inequality radiates through a text [54] and, thus, reveal how cer-
tain individuals are portrayed in discourse. The latter is of particular relevance here
given that this paper intends to determine how a group of alleged criminal perpetra-
tors and a victim of rape is represented through the language choices made by jour-
nalists across the globe.

In order to cater for the analysis of an extensive amount of data, as well as reduce
the potential for bias, corpus linguistics tools were employed during the analysis
phase. AntConc [2], on the one hand, proved particularly useful for concordance
searches containing, for instance, one of the search terms mentioned above (e.g.
Korey Wise); meanwhile, the UAM Corpus Tool [42] was adopted for the manual
analysis of TRANSITIVITY patterns, enabling not only a qualitative annotation of the
dataset, but also retrieval of quantitative findings that could prove suggestive of sta-
tistical significance. These findings are now explored in Sect. 5 below.

10 The behavioural category has been removed and replaced with the possibility of annotating verbs or
nominalisations as complex processes (i.e. those verbs or nominalisations that in specific contexts sug-
gest two or more process categories are working simultaneously).
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An initial glance at process types...

Complex |
Existential |
verval [
Relational _
Mental -
Material [
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Fig. 1 Frequency of TRANSITIVITY processes across the newspaper corpus

5 Results and Discussion

This section will now address each of the research questions posed in this paper. To
begin with, we examine how the Exonerated Five are represented in the newspaper
discourse to determine the extent to which they are portrayed in a negative light
and, even as guilty before having had their day in court. Subsequently, the discourse
surrounding the victim, Trish Meilli, will also be examined to establish whether or
not she appears to denote what some [6, 14, 33, 37, 55] have commonly referred
to as “the ideal victim” or a “real victim”; the reason for doing so is that the con-
strual of a real victim works not only to gain sympathy for the victim but simultane-
ously further reinforce the negative image constructed by the press of the alleged
assailants. Thus, the question is whether this may have occurred in the case of Anfon
McCray, Kevin Richardson, Yusef Salaam, Raymond Santana and Korey Wise, five
black teens accused of the rape and attempted murder of a white female jogger and,
if it did, perhaps it is fair to conclude that the press played a role in this miscarriage
of justice.

5.1 Do the Newspapers Examined Portray the Exonerated Five as Guilty Before
the Trial Commences?

To address question 1 in this paper, it first seemed logical to gather a more gen-

eral picture of the process types emerging across the dataset and, subsequently,
explore in more detail the associations and specific participant roles assigned to
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the Exonerated Five in the press coverage during the build up to their original trial.
Thus, Fig. 1 below illustrates the frequencies of each process type across the cor-
pus, with material, relational and verbal categories proving notably more common
by comparison to mental, existential and complex types.

Whilst useful as a point of departure, the above findings require further examina-
tion; thus, the material process clauses were extracted to give us further insights into
just when they were being used with a member of the Exonerated Five. On closer
inspection, a number of examples emerged in which the Exonerated Five as a group
entity were placed in Actor position of a material clause, as evidenced in (1), (2) and
(3) below."!

(1) “[...] Seven teenagers are now charged as members of the wolfpack who
brutalized the woman during a night of’wilding’ [...] (The Associated Press,
28/04/1989)

(2) “[...] After their arrest, police said the suspects gave lengthy and harrowing
details about the attack on the woman they caught [...] — how they struck her
with rocks and a length of pipe and how they punched and kicked her and took
part in a sexual gang attack [...] (New York Times, 11/06/1989)

(3) “[...] Chief of Detectives Robert Colangelo said *’It’s not a term that we in the
police had heard before,”” he said. > They just said, *We were going ”mlding 7

In my mind at this point, it implies that they were going to go raise hell.”’
(United Press International, 22/04/1989)

As we can see in each of the above examples, taken from different newspapers and
with different dates of publication prior to the original trial, the material processes
employed in association with the Exonerated Five are particularly negative with vio-
lent connotations for the most part (i.e. brutalised, struck, punched, kicked, raise
hell). Thus, here one may argue that we begin to witness how journalists, regardless
of newspaper type, seem to guide public perception in a particular direction (cf. [50]
for similar findings), that is, towards believing that these five teenagers are cold,
calculated and dangerous individuals, who have just committed the most heinous
of crimes imaginable. Examples (1), (2) and (3) also place the accused in Subject
position of the clause, thereby emphasising their agency in the acts described. It
is important to acknowledge, however, that the newspapers in our corpus do also
employ a number of passive clauses, as in (4) and (5) below as well as nominalisa-
tions, as in (7). Both types of clause would seemingly serve to obscure the alleged
perpetrators, but as the examples demonstrate, along with many others encountered
in the corpus, the Exonerated Five are still cited, albeit in a more backgrounded fash-
ion. That is, their agency is arguably reduced in some instances, but by no means is
their alleged role in this crime concealed.

" Throughout this paper, examples of process types are indicated in italics and underlined; meanwhile,
examples of participant roles are highlighted in bold font.

@ Springer



“The Jogger and the Wolfpack”: An Analysis of the TRANSITIVITY...

(4) “[...] The prosecutor in the Central Park jogger case today detailed the hor-
rors a young woman endured when she was beaten, gang-raped and left to die
by a pack of youths during a night of wilding. [...] (The Associated Press,
25/06/1990)

S) [...]1“[...] she was jumped by the pack, bashed in the head with a pipe and
dragged into a muddy ditch [...]” (United Press International, 11/06/1990)

(6) “[...] Wein New York, and the rest of the country, are now caught up in a ritual
of mass outrage and sadness, not to mention the stirrings of vengeance, over
the savage beating and group rape of a 28-year-old woman jogger last week in
Central Park by a herd of teenagers who crossed from prowling into pathology.
[...] (St Louis Post Dispatch, 30/04/1989)

To further reinforce the findings initially retrieved from the analysis of TRANSI-
TIVITY processes in the dataset, it is worth remarking upon the naming strategies
or, otherwise, metaphorical language that also appears in these news reports. As
evident in each of the examples above, there are several references to animals
(i.e. wolfpack, pack, herd), which have undeniable adverse connotations and,
thus, serve to portray the Exonerated Five in a particularly negative light. When
using the terms herd or pack, commonly defined as a group of wild animals who
hunt their prey together, in association with the Exonerated Five, what occurs is
that readers begin to envisage the accused as bearing a resemblance to a group
of wild animals that hunt their prey which, in this case, is white female joggers.
Therefore, in using a combination of clause types, whether denoting a higher or
lesser degree of agency, together with metaphorical references to wild animals, it
quickly becomes apparent just how damaging the press coverage most likely was
for these innocent teenagers back in 1989 and 1990 in the lead up to their trial for
rape and attempted murder.

On further observation of material processes, examples also emerged in which
the Exonerated Five were instead the Goal of a clause, i.e. the entity impacted by
the process, as illustrated in (7) and (8) below.

(7) “[...] Richardson was charged with rape, attempted murder, assault, sodomy,
robbery and riot. He was held without bail pending a May 10 hearing. [...] (The
Associated Press, 28/04/1989)

(8) “[...] Defence lawyers, however, contend they are innocent and were rounded
up by racially predjudiced police simply because the youths were black [...]”
(United Press International, 24/06/1990)

Whilst strictly speaking, Kevin Richardson, as well as the Exonerated Five as a
group entity appear here as the affected participant in both clauses, example (7)
unlike example (8) would still suggest Kevin Richardson is nothing short of a
violent offender; moreover, one may argue that the use of thematic fronting here
serves to place emphasis on the start of the sentence and, thus, on Kevin Richard-
son and his role in a spree of criminal behaviour as opposed to a portrayal of him
as the one who is actually impacted by the process itself.
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A final point worth making in relation to material processes and naming strate-
gies, in light of the above examples, is in reference to the term wilding, which was
coined as a new word that actually derived from the Central Park Jogger case itself.
According to Welch et al. [57: 3], “the media searches for the originality, or nov-
elty, of a story, and presents it as a hook expressed in the form of a word or phrase
that grabs the public and commands their attention” and wilding is just “the type of
invention that the media uses to hook the story of the Central Park Jogger case, as
if the details of the brutal attack were not sufficient to drive the story” (ibid). Thus,
through associating this new term with such a devastating level of violence and con-
tinually employing the word in newspaper coverage of this case, what inevitably
occurs is that young, black and/or Latino men “are portrayed by the media and the
criminal justice establishment as villains who prey on decent, hardworking people”
[57: 13] and would, therefore, be best brought off the streets.

To now turn our attention to relational processes, the second most frequent cat-
egory in the dataset, several examples emerge in which members of the Exonerated
Five appear as a Carrier in the clause and are ascribed particularly negative attrib-
utes, as illustrated in examples (9) and (10) below.

9) “[...] ‘They were animals on a feeding frenzy’, a police officer told reporters.
[...]”. (The Guardian, 22/04/1989)

(10) “[...] ‘Most of those involved, Mr Vachss says, are likely to be ‘emotional
drifters’ but he says he doubts the level of violence would have been that high
without the involvement of true sociopaths [...]”. (The Christian Science Moni-
tor, 05/05/1989)

As with the naming strategies described previously, examples (9) and (10) serve to
further reinforce a negative image of the accused; furthermore, they demonstrate the
potential for metaphorical language to incite public fear through the images con-
jured up in the minds of society.

To add to this, there were also examples that, if taken out of context, may appear
at first sight to be assigning positive or simply ‘matter-of-fact’ attributes to the
accused (e.g. to reference their racial or ethnic background), but, in fact, did just the
opposite as a result of the surrounding co-text. Three such examples are provided
below.

(11) “[...] ‘They re human beings who went berserk’, she said. ‘They had fantasies
in their minds — of being like those on television, the ones who shoot people,
who are powerful, in control, macho, aggressive, strong’ [...]”. (The Associ-
ated Press, 27/04/1989)

(12) “[...] The woman was beaten, stabbed and raped: a truly incomprehensible
act perpetrated by a bunch of kids looking for a good time and — one of them
reportedly said — white people to harm. The kids are black and Hispanic.
[...1". (St Louis Post Dispatch, 13/05/1989)

(13) “[...] Several came from broken homes and all lived in a neighbourhood sur-
rounded by drugs and crime, but the youths accused of a savage gang rape
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of a Central Park jogger were unlikely attackers, by some accounts. [...]”.
(The Associated Press, 27/04/1989)

In example (11), the noun human beings or some of the adjectives (e.g. power-
ful, strong) arguably carry rather neutral or positive connotations; nonetheless,
as a result of the surrounding co-text, the overall meaning ultimately leads to a
negative representation of the five teens accused of this heinous crime. This is
what is more commonly referred to in linguistics as semantic prosody, which as
Partington [44: 68] explains, is “the spreading of connotational colouring beyond
single word boundaries”. We witness a similar pattern in examples (12) and (13)
whereby, in the former, there is a relational process to simply reference the colour
of the defendants’ skin and their ethnic background. Meanwhile, in (13), the sug-
gestion goes as far as to imply that the Exonerated Five are not, in all likelihood,
the true perpetrators of this crime. However, the description of the same teens
together with references to violence in such close proximity in both stretches of
discourse means that neutral words such as black or Hispanic, for instance, sud-
denly become “imbued with undesirable meanings due to a transfer of meaning
from their habitual context” [35: 157]. Moreover, this effect is multiplied if read-
ers are consistently exposed to the same or similar reports and evaluations of a
specific group, which seems to be the case given the wide scope of newspaper
coverage on this case, with articles encountered in local, regional, national and
international newspapers; that is, the general public over time become primed to
foster particular views that the press (knowingly or not) encourage us to adopt
[8].

It is also important to acknowledge that there were examples in the corpus in
which the Exonerated Five are portrayed in a more positive light, as in (14) and
(15) below. Nonetheless, these instances were largely overshadowed by the vast
amount of negative press received by the defendants’ during the lead up to their
trial.

(14) “[...] All of them were regular school attenders; one of them played the tuba
at Sunday School and another was doing well at a private religious school.
[...1". (The Independent, 03/05/1989)

(15) “[...] ‘I deal with kids in trouble; these kids were not trouble’, Mr Diamond
said. [...]”. (The Globe and Mail, 27/04/1989)

Before bringing this subsection to a close, we will briefly consider the verbal pro-
cesses present in the dataset and, more specifically, identify who in particular was
given a voice by the press and what impact this may have had on the outcome of
this case. As evidenced in Fig. 2 below, the findings revealed that those in a posi-
tion of authority appeared most commonly as Sayers of a verbal process, with
examples such as (16), (17) and (18) to illustrate.

(16) “[...] ‘When police found her’, Lederer said, ‘the victim was moving and
groping and bleeding heavily. There was a blood-soaked t-shirt around her
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4% 304 3%

m CP5 = Authority Figure m CP5 family or friend
Jogger victim m Society = Non-human
m News writer m Other

Fig. 2 Distribution of the role of Sayer in a verbal process

mouth, obstructing her breathing. Her pulse had dropped to 40. She was cold
to the touch.’ [...]”. (The Canadian Press, 25/06/1990)

(17) “[...] ‘The rape was believed to be the group’s final assault of the night’, police
said. [...]”. (United Press International, 22/04/1989)

(18) “[...] Without the statements, defense lawyers say the prosecution would have
had no case [...]”. (USA Today, 13/06/1990)

More specifically, the findings revealed that among those in a position of
authority, the police and prosecution appeared three times more often as Sayers
than the defence team that were working for the Exonerated Five. This finding
alone is a bit of a give-away in that it offers us a good idea about whose side of
the story was really being told in the newspaper coverage of this case, i.e. the
accusers and not the accused or those championing their innocence.

To add to the abovementioned, it is important to acknowledge that the now Exon-
erated Five were also ascribed the role of Sayer on occasion, as evidenced in exam-
ples (19) and (20) below. Nonetheless, as we can see, when given a voice, it merely
serves to further incriminate themselves in the rape and attempted murder of Trisha
Meili.

(19) “[...] They were bragging to each other about what they had told us and com-
paring notes [...]”. (The Toronto Star, 24/04/1989)

(20) “[...] Mr. Richardson rold the police that 15-year-old Antron McCray, Mr.
Santana and Mr. Lopez ripped the woman’s clothes off and gagged her before
the four of them raped her. [...]”. (The New York Times, 24/04/1989)
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Thus, the overall conclusion reached in this subsection is that much of the press
coverage in the build-up to the trial of the Central Park Jogger case most definitely
worked against the accused. That is, in light of the incessant mention of their alleged
violent actions together with references in which the defendants are compared to
animals, as well as seen to incriminate themselves, it seems fair to say that, at least
to a degree, the newspaper articles did indeed convey an assumption of five guilty
defendants to the public, prior to trial even commencing.

5.2 Do the Newspapers Examined Portray Trisha Meili as a “Real” Victim?

According to Estrich [14], there are different categories of rape in terms of how the
act itself, as well as the alleged perpetrator and the victim are viewed by the police,
the prosecution (should the case make it as far as trial) and by the public. That is,
Estrich [14] distinguishes between what she has termed simple rape and real rape,
with the former understood to refer to those cases in which “a woman is forced to
engage in sex with a date, an acquaintance, her boss or a man she met in a bar,
when no weapon is involved and there is no overt evidence of physical injury” [13:
19]. Meanwhile, real rape, also termed stranger rape, is instead described as “an
armed stranger jumping from the bushes and, in particular, a black stranger attack-
ing a white woman” (ibid), with the latter considered far more likely to lead to an
arrest and end in a subsequent conviction. Thus, we already start to see some paral-
lels between Estrich’s [14] notion of real rape and the way in which the Central Park
Jogger case played out, thereby leading us to consider the second research question:
Does Trisha Meili constitute a victim of real rape? On exploring this further through
an analysis of the TRANSITIVITY patterns employed in relation to the victim, two main
findings came to light that merit attention in this paper. First and foremost, the vic-
tim emerges as an Actor, as in examples (21) and (22) below, in 20% of all material
clauses, whilst appearing as Goal (i.e. the entity impacted by others or a happening),
as in examples (23) and (24) in 32% of all material clauses.

(21) “[...] She has returned to her Wall Street job and earned a promotion to vice
president earlier this year. [...]”. (United Press International, 10/06/1990)

(22) “[...] ‘The Central Park jogger brutalized by a pack of roving teenagers
conquered a fever Friday and continued to mend slowly’, doctors said. [...]".
(The Associated Press, 06/05/1989)

(23) “[...] a mob of youths on a “wilding” rampage who gang-raped, bludgeoned
and [eft for dead a 29-year-old investment banker [...]”. (United Press Inter-
national, 11/06/1990)

(24) “[...] The sensational case attracted world attention because of its brutality —
the jogger’s face was smashed with stones and a metal pipe [...]”. (USA Today,
13/06/1990)

As evidenced above, Patricia Meili is portrayed in a positive light and, in fact, aligns

well with what Welch et al. [57: 3] explain about others preying on “decent, hard-
working people”, Patricia Meili pertaining of course to the latter. Likewise, when
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seen as the Actor of a material clause, Meili is also given positive exposure with the
press conveying the notion of ‘a miracle lady’, having had the capacity to recover
from such a brutal and life-threatening attack. The relational process findings serve
to further reinforce the aforementioned, with examples (25) and (26) reiterating the
idea of Patricia Meili as a brave and incredibly strong individual.

(25) “[...] The Central Park jogger, as she is known to the nation, remains
unnamed but she has become a symbol of courage. [...]”. (The Sunday Times,
10/06/1990)

(26) “[...] as the days passed, the woman came through with a recovery described
by doctors as ‘miraculous’ [...]”. (United Press International, 21/06/1990)

Thus, given that the victim in this case is white and, at the time, was allegedly
attacked by a group of black teenagers out of nowhere, thereby fulfilling the crite-
ria for a case of real rape [14], in addition to her positive portrayal by newspapers
worldwide, it seems reasonable to conclude that Patricia Meili does indeed reflect
what some would constitute a “real victim”.

6 Conclusion

This research article has provided a contribution to existing studies in Forensic Lin-
guistics, as well as those so far produced across Law and Criminology sectors in
relation to wrongful convictions. To date, several symptoms of wrongful convic-
tion have come to light, among which racial bias is a seemingly contributing factor
in such cases [24, 47]. In fact, the latter is thought likely to have played a role in
the demise of the now Exonerated Five back in 1990. That said, it seems reason-
able to suggest that if race is a key cause of wrongful convictions, what we should
do in response is look to address the discourse surrounding particular racial/ethnic
groups in order to ensure that, as a society, we learn not to unfairly criminalise or
condemn individuals based on their skin colour and, especially, before their case has
even reached trial; that is, society needs to insist on upholding the idea of “innocent
until proven otherwise”. This can arguably be achieved to some degree if we simply
pay more attention to the language employed in the public arena and draw aware-
ness to the impact it can have on the general public’s perception of certain groups in
society, The current article attempts to do just this or, at least, lay a foundation for
future research that examines newspaper language as a potential contributing factor
of wrongful convictions.

To briefly summarise the transitivity findings retrieved from this study in par-
ticular, we witness tireless references by the press to Antron McCray, Kevin Rich-
ardson, Yusef Salaam, Raymond Santana and Korey Wise as violent offenders, rap-
ists, and animals. Moreover, their image was seemingly further damaged because of
the accusation that they almost took the life of a “white, decent and hardworking”
human being or, in the words of Senator Ben Tillman in 1907, “a creature in human
form who has deflowered a white woman” will have committed “the blackest crime”
[29: 57]. With that in mind, then, the overriding conclusion reached here is that
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journalists do seem to have influenced public perception towards these five young
men, and to make matters worse, they may well have assisted the prosecution in
this case with securing an erroneous conviction. That said, before this claim can be
verified, additional research adopting, for instance, other SFL or related frameworks
(e.g. AppraisaL, metaphor, modality) is certainly needed.
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