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Lawyers' Work in the Menendez Brothers' Murder Trial

Stacy Bums
University of California, Los Angeles
Depariment of Sociology

This research addresses the interactional work by which lawyers interrogate
witnesses at trial. In particular, the study examines some videotaped segments of
interrogation interchange in the first Menendez brothers’ murder trial and analyzes
lawyer's work in attempting the impeachment of an adverse witness. The paper finds
a lived orderliness of the courtroom that resides in the locally organized material
detail of real-time interrogation interchange and practices.

INTRODUCTION

This study presents some materials from the first Menendez brothers’ murder
trial. In this research, I am trying to find a way of studying and describing a
particular domain of phenomena which is the lived orderliness of everyday
activities, in this case of trial lawyer's work. Significant promise for locating
this orderliness is demonstrated in the ground-breaking studics and findings of
ethnomethodology and conversational analysis (Garfinkel, 1967; Garfinkel and
Sacks, 1970; Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson, 1974; Sacks, 1992; Heritage and
Drew, 1992).

I want to propose that there is the possibility of discovering a courtroom
order that resides nowhere else than in the practically organized and locally
witnessable detail of real-time interrogation interchange between lawyers and
witnesses in court. That means that we want to examine lcgal interaction and
courtroom interrogation as phenomena of interest in their own right, starting
with their everyday appearances. We will try to specify some of what is
essential about the work in its own terms, rather than beginning with an a priori
sociological concept and using it as a resource with which to describe the
phenomena in terms of topics of conventional sociological significance.

For example, we could describe the generalized roles of the lawyer and
witness in court in terms of power imbalances or attempt to evaluate lawyer
competency and performance. These have traditionally been the focus of
conventional sociological analyses of legal settings. = However, classic
sociological methods and conventional analytic approaches, whatever their bent,
have largely ignored the profound orderliness of everyday activities as members
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