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Language and Power in a Place of Contingencies:
Law and the Polyphony of Self-Representation
Jonathan Yovel

This paper analyzes legal language through theonibat, argumentative and narrative
structures employed by self-represented litigamksse linguistic interaction with the court is
not mediated by professional counsel. It identifie® levels of linguistic diversity: the
polyphony of competing argumentative strategiesresged by antagonistic litigants in
multicultural settings, and the “internal” polyphgonor “monopolyphony,” expressed by
“relational” litigants who negotiate and shift betn such strategies in real time. This linguistic
infrastructure frames the two distinct concernd thg litigants express when approaching
justice: rhetorical effectiveness in terms of pading the court of their case, and authentic
expression of their justice-related concerns, matahding and other social parameters.
Existing research correlates these concerns, rpugith rule-oriented and relational linguistic
approaches, and acknowledges tradeoffs that Iggtits make between them. In this research,
however, litigants were observed to resist suattenés, requiring their relational concerns to
count as rhetorically compelling; indeed, this wasr main requirement from the court. This
essential tension of linguistic performance, betwaethentic expression and institutional
efficacy, in fact becomes a definition of justiées the standard rule-orientated bias of courts
is generally not equipped to accept such linguistiiategies, the tension remains unresolved,
although it is at times mitigated by effective mpolyphonic performances. Data for this study
was collected in small claims courts in Israel’sthwestern region. The study focuses on
ethnic, generational and cultural parameters ratten on social stratification of class and

economic status emphasized by previous research.
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