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The Suspect’s Statement

What suspects tell the police may become a crucial piece of evidence
when the case comes to court. But what happens to ‘the suspect’s statement’
when it is written down by the police? Based on a unique set of data from
over fifteen years’ research, Martha Komter examines the trajectory of the
suspect’s statement from the police interrogation through to the trial. She
shows how the suspect’s statement is elicited and written down in the police
report, how this police report both represents and differs from the original talk
in the interrogation, and how it is quoted and referred to in court. The
analyses cover interactions in multiple settings, with documents that link
one interaction to the next, providing insights into the interactional and
documentary foundations of the criminal process and, more generally, into
the construction, character and uses of documents in institutional settings.

MARTHA KOMTER is research fellow at the Netherlands Institute for the
Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR), Amsterdam. Her research
interests include interaction in institutional settings, such as job interviews,
courtroom interaction and police interrogations. She has published widely on
these themes, and is author of Conflict and Cooperation in Job Interviews:
A Study of Talk, Tasks, and Ideas (1991) and Dilemmas in the Courtroom:
A Study of Trials of Violent Crime in the Netherlands (1998).

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-69877-2 — The Suspect's Statement
Martha Komter

Frontmatter

More Information

Studies in Interactional Sociolinguistics

Founding Editor
John J. Gumperz (1922-2013)

Editors
Paul Drew, Rebecca Clift, Lorenza Mondada, Marja-Leena Sorjonen

Discourse Strategies John J. Gumperz
Language and Social Identity edited by John J. Gumperz
The Social Construction of Literacy Jenny Cook-Gumperz
Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage Penelope Brown and Stephen C.
Levinson
Discourse Markers Deborah Schiffrin
Talking Voices: Repetition, Dialogue, and Imagery in Conversational Discourse
Deborah Tannen
7 Conducting Interaction: Patterns of Behaviour in Focused Encounters Adam
Kendon
8 Talk at Work: Interaction in Institutional Settings edited by Paul Drew and John
Heritage
9 Grammar in Interaction: Adverbial Clauses in American English Conversations
Cecilia E. Ford
10 Crosstalk and Culture in Sino-American Communication Linda W. L. Young
(with foreword by John J. Gumperz)
11 AIDS Counselling: Institutional Interaction and Clinical Practice Anssi Perakyla
12 Prosody in Conversation: Interactional Studies edited by Elizabeth Couper-Kuhlen
and Margret Selting
13 Interaction and Grammar edited by Elinor Ochs, Emanuel A. Schegloff and Sandra
A. Thompson
14 Credibility in Court: Communicative Practices in the Camorra Trials Marco
Jacquemet
15 Interaction and the Development of Mind A. J. Wootton
16 The News Interview: Journalists and Public Figures on the Air Steven Clayman and
John Heritage
17 Gender and Politeness Sara Mills
18 Laughter in Interaction Philip Glenn
19 Matters of Opinion: Talking about Public Issues Greg Myers
20 Communication in Medical Care: Interaction between Primary Care Physicians
and Patients edited by John Heritage and Douglas Maynard
21 In Other Words: Variation in Reference and Narrative Deborah Schiffrin
22 Language in Late Modernity: Interaction in an Urban School Ben Rampton
23 Discourse and Identity edited by Anna De Fina, Deborah Schiffrin and Michael
Bamberg

EENOV N S

A\

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-69877-2 — The Suspect's Statement
Martha Komter

Frontmatter

More Information

24 Reporting Talk: Reported Speech in Interaction edited by Elizabeth Holt and
Rebecca Clift

25 The Social Construction of Literacy, 2nd Edition edited by Jenny Cook-Gumperz

26 Talking Voices, 2nd Edition by Deborah Tannen

27 Conversation Analysis edited by Jack Sidnell

28 Impoliteness: Using Language to Cause Offence Jonathan Culpeper

29 The Morality of Knowledge in Conversation edited by Tanya Stivers, Lorenza
Mondada and Jakob Steensig

30 Conversational Repair and Human Understanding edited by Makoto Hayashi,
Geoffrey Raymond and Jack Sidnell

31 Grammar and Everyday Talk: Building Responsive Actions by Sandra A.
Thompson, Barbara A. Fox, and Elizabeth Couper-Kuhlen

32 Multimodal Conduct in the Law: Language, Gesture and Materiality in Legal
Interaction by Gregory Matoesian and Kristin Enola Gilbert

33 The Suspect’s Statement: Talk and Text in the Criminal Process Martha Komter

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-69877-2 — The Suspect's Statement
Martha Komter

Frontmatter

More Information

The Suspect’s Statement

Talk and Text in the Criminal Process

Martha Komter
Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR)

5% CAMBRIDGE
B9 UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-69877-2 — The Suspect's Statement
Martha Komter

Frontmatter

More Information

CAMBRIDGE
UNIVERSITY PRESS

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi - 110025, India
103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
DOLI: 10.1017/9781107445062

© Martha Komter 2019

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2019
First paperback edition 2021

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data

Names: Komter, Martha, author.

Title: The suspect’s statement : talk and text in the criminal process / Martha Komter,
Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR).

Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY : Cambridge Unviersity
Press, 2018. | Series: Studies in interactional sociolinguistics |
Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2018034115 | ISBN 9781107059481 (hardback : alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Criminal procedure. | Criminal investigation. | Police questioning. |
Due process of law.

Classification: LCC K5401 .K66 2018 | DDC 345/.052—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018034115

ISBN 978-1-107-05948-1 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-107-69877-2 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in
this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,
or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-69877-2 — The Suspect's Statement

Martha Komter
Frontmatter

More Information

Contents
Acknowledgements page ix
Transcription Conventions X
1 Introduction 1
1.1 Introduction 1
1.2 The Dutch Criminal Law Process 2
1.3 Research Approaches 9
1.4 Data and Transcription 13
1.5 Foci of Analysis 20
1.6 Overview of the Book 23
2 The Police Interrogation: The Talk, the Typing and the Text 25
2.1 Introduction 25
2.2 Talk and Typing 26
2.3 Achieving Coherence 39
2.4 Achieving Recordability 44
2.5 Division of Labour 48
2.6 Conclusion 55
3 The Police Report: The Document, the Text and the Talk 57
3.1 Introduction 57
3.2 Bureaucratic and Institutional Perspectives 58
3.3 The Suspect’s Statement 67
3.4 The Monologue Style 73
3.5 The Question—Answer Style 80
3.6 The Recontextualised Monologue Style 92
3.7 Conclusion 96
4 The Trial: Documents in Action 99
4.1 Introduction 99
4.2 Professional Reading 100
4.3 The Distribution of Knowledge 107
4.4 Documents in Interaction 113
4.5 Conclusion 129
5 The Career of a Suspect’s Statement 132
5.1 Introduction 132
5.2 The Construction of the Police Report 132

vii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-69877-2 — The Suspect's Statement
Martha Komter

Frontmatter

More Information

viii Contents
5.3 The Transparency of the Police Report 145
5.4 Invoking the Case File in Court 160
5.5 Conclusion 171
6 Conclusion and Discussion 174
6.1 Summary of the Findings 174
6.2 The Entextualisation Process 179
6.3 Scope of the Findings 182
6.4 Relevance of the Findings 184
Appendix A 189
References 191
Author Index 203
Subject Index 205

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-69877-2 — The Suspect's Statement
Martha Komter

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgements

I am indebted to Paul Drew, Susan Ehrlich, Henk Elffers, Heimrich Kanis,
Tom Koole, Marijke Malsch, Harrie Mazeland, Hedwig te Molder, Peter van
der Laan, Annerie Smolders, Wilbert Spooren and Marigo Teeuwen, for their
insightful comments on earlier versions of the chapters in this book; and to the
anonymous suspects, police interrogators, defence lawyers, prosecutors and
judges who gave permission for their talk to be recorded and their texts to be
studied. And, finally, I am grateful to the NSCR for offering me this stimulat-
ing work environment.

This study has been supported by NWO, the Netherlands Organisation for
Scientific Research (project 360-70-240).

ix

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107698772
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-69877-2 — The Suspect's Statement

Martha Komter
Frontmatter
More Information

Transcription Conventions

The transcription conventions depart from the standard Jeffersonian transcript
notation for reasons of readability, and because the fragments are translated
from Dutch (translation by the author). Those features of the standard tran-
script notation have been preserved that are compatible with the translation.
For the original Dutch text, see Appendix B, which can be found online at

www.cambridge.org

P

Pl

P2

S

J

D

full stop.
comma,
question mark?
underlining

brackets
brackets

dash-
... afew words
omitted

A

v

.22 colons

oyese

( )

((double brackets))

shading
idotted line

police interrogator/public prosecutor

interrogating police officer
reporting police officer
suspect

judge

defence lawyer

falling intonation

slightly rising intonation
rising intonation

emphasis

overlap
pause of three seconds etc.
sudden cut-off

latched utterances

gaze direction moving upward
gaze direction moving down
prolongation of prior sound
spoken in a soft voice

unclear utterance

transcriber’s note

typing simultaneous to the talk
editing simultaneous to the talk
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Transcription Conventions xi
bold text of the police report
(13, N) interrogation or trial number 13, of the ‘new’ (O =

old) materials

Disclaimer

The names of the participants featuring in the excerpts (police officers, judges,
prosecutors, defence lawyers, suspects, witnesses, etc.) and other identifying
features (times, dates, places, etc.) have been changed.
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