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                         Witness for the Prosecution: 
                                         Love of Truth and Lies
Why has discretion caused such troubling within our criminal justice system today? In the movie, “Witness for the Prosecution,” Agatha Christie, recognized as a remarkable and phenomenal English crime fiction writer, demonstrated how powerful the court and the legal system can be in our society today. Sir Wilfrid, noted as one of the best lawyers during the movie, defended Leonard Vole from being accused of murdering a wealthy rich woman Mrs. French on the night of October 14th in London, England. Christine Helm, who lied to his husband that they were legally married and was noted as a witness for the prosecution, testified during his trial that Vole had murdered Mrs. French for financial gain and nothing else. As a client of Wilfrid, Vole became furious when Helm lied under oath and committed perjury by making a story up that he had killed Mrs. French. This story made by Helm was later proven to be untrue when Wilfrid purchased letters from a mysterious woman that provided significant evidence that Vole was in fact innocent. As soon as Wilfrid convicted Helm for perjury and Vole was released of his charges, Christine told the flamboyant defense attorney Wilfrid that Vole was actually guilty - that he had in fact murdered Mrs. French, and that Helm had played the mind of Wilfrid to get Vole out of jail because how much she had loved him. Helm, who was known in the movie to be a superb ex-actress, mentioned that the letters Wilfrid obtained from the mysterious woman was actually from her, and that she had played the part of the mysterious woman so well that Wilfrid didn’t even recognized that it was the face of Helm. The movie concluded when Helm and Vole successfully escapes from imprisonment by murdering Mrs. French for her fortune; however, the mood quickly switched from great joy to great deception when it was learned that Vole had another girlfriend at the time of his trial, and that they were going to use the money they’ve earned to go on a vacation away from London and from Helm after the murder of Mrs. French. Helm soon became furious because of how much she trusted and sacrificed all her life away for him, and how Vole would betray her after all what she had done for him during his trial. Helm knew that she was going to imprisonment for committing perjury, and she didn’t want Vole and her girlfriend to escape from the crime they had committed. Nevertheless, she was left with no other decision but to kill Leonard right in front of Wilfrid and Vole’s girlfriend before surrounding to the law enforcement agencies. 

So the question arises: how do sociology of law and the criminal justice system play in to the movie Witness for the Prosecution? In his article, “Master’s of Sociological Thought,” Lewis Coser, who was an American sociologist, briefly describe how an individual desire to achieve a purpose or goal in life would no longer remain in function or consistent in the theory of ‘anomie’, according to French sociologist Emile Durkheim. In addition, the article further suggest that murdering or killing an individual was considered to be a normal part of society – that it was a regular occurrence to life (Coser). When Christine Helm stabbed and killed her husband Leonard Vole in the end of the movie, her consciousness probably felt that murdering his husband would be a normal act to do because of how anomie placed her purpose impaired from society. Helm knew that she would be serving a life sentence for committing perjury, and recognized that removing his husband Leonard Vole from society would be the best probable outcome for her own benefit before being placed behind bars for the rest of her life.
 In addition to Lewis Coser article in the “Master’s of Sociological Thought”, Kai Erickson article in the Wayward Puritans also made an argument of how Emile Durkheim believe crime was a natural kind of social activity – that crime and deviance brought people in society together, and that it was crime that help neighborhoods and communities build stronger and tighter bond of solidarity more than ever before. The article further suggest how crime can violate society conscience collective, that they can violate the fundamental moral code, and that it can release certain social tensions that have a purging effect in society (Erickson). In other words, Durkheim believes that crime serves as a social function in society. Earlier in the movie, when law enforcement found that someone had murdered a wealthy woman Mrs. French in her home, many residents began to panic about who was going to be murdered next. This fear had brought social tension in London, England that helped the community to develop a stronger sense of commonality and bond of solidarity after the murder of Ms. French. Residents began to have a tighter bond and relationship with each, and local authorities began to work as a unit to find this murderer before he or she would strike again.

Aside from those two articles, Kai Erikson article in Puritanism and Deviancy also state Emile Durkheim thoughts in the Puritan Bible. Erikson outline how the book highlights two different classes of people in the world – one of them was those who chose everlasting life and the other was those who chose to go to hell. He describe that there were three categories of decisions according to Puritanism: grace, doubt, and fear. The author illustrates how people who live with grace would experience leadership, people who live in doubt will stay in the middle, and people who live in fear would drift away from society (Erickson). In the movie, when Christine Helm was placed under oath, she had a tough decision to either live a life of hell or live a life of everlasting. As soon as defense attorney Wilfrid proved that Helm was in fact lying, everyone in the court room began to view and treat her differently because the witness for the prosecution committed a perjury and that she chose a path of hell, thus she began to drift away from society according to the Puritan Bible.

Unlike Emile Durkheim three articles, Austin Sarat and William Felstiner in “Law and Social Relations: Vocabularies of Motive in Layer/Client Interaction,” examined how the vocabularies of motive between the lawyer interactions and that of the client requires specific attention to the norms and orientations of ordinary citizens and legal professionals. They outline how a client would usually interact with a lawyer in ways called the “natural attitude” or an “attitude of everyday life,” while the lawyers, by contrast would act to the client in ways called the “rational-purposive” in where technical rules and a problem-solving orientation were more considered than emotional reactions and justifications of the self (Sarat & Festiner). During the early parts of the movie, the film depicted how lawyer Wilfrid didn’t have much trust with his client Leonard Vole. Wilfrid believed that Vole was in fact lying about the murder of Mrs. French – that he had actually murdered her, that he had made the entire story up to avoid being tried for murder, and that he had came to Wilfrid to gain trust with him before the police sends him away to prison. As soon as the authorities placed him under arrest, Christine Helm came into Wilfrid’s office to discuss how she believed that Vole had murdered Mrs. French, and that Vole himself told her that he had murdered Mrs. French because of how his consciousness allowed him to do so. Although Wilfrid was very puzzled on who really had murdered Mrs. French, Vole’s behavior with lawyer Wilfrid appeared to have an ‘attitude of everyday life’ – that the client acted as if everything was alright and that there was nothing to worry about him. The lawyer, on the other hand, studied and observed more closely on the client’s orientation rather than the individual emotional reactions. Though Vole had remained very relaxed and calm to who had murdered Mrs. French, Wilfrid did had a tough choice to make on whether or not he should represent Leonard Vole at the time of his trial. The defense attorney later decided to represent Vole during his trial because he felt convinced that Vole was in fact telling the truth, that he did not murder Mrs. French, and that Helm had made up the story of Vole murdering Mrs. French in order to get revenge on his fake husband. This example illustrate how the social relationship between the lawyer and the client was highly regarded because of how much it connects the ideas, beliefs, and experiences with one another. It also helps the lawyer decide whether or not they should represent this client during trial, and whether or not this client is worth pursuing at the time of the trial.

Although there are many examples that we can incorporate sociology and law in to the movie, all four examples illustrate how discretion and power can have such prolong affects in our criminal justice system today. The understanding of sociology and law can help courts and legal services understand why people would attack one another in courtrooms, why we would enforce laws of perjury, and why we would allow crime to continuingly occur in modern society today. Sociology, in other words, can be key concept to why Wilfrid decided to represent Vole before his trial, why Helm decided to commit perjury during the time of the trial, and why Helm decided to kill Vole after his trial. The sociological impacts of law and our criminal justice system would always have such profound affects to all parts in our legal system world today. 
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