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Crimes of the Century: 
The American Courtroom as a Place, Space & Public 

Spectacle 
 

  
From the barbarity of the Salem witch trials to the theatricality of Court TV, the criminal justice system in 
America is defined as much by sheer spectacle as it is by due process. By surveying the social and political contexts 
of iconic crimes and their ensuing trials, this course critically reconsiders the American courtroom as less a civic 
forum and more a conceptual space that has become part of the national collective conscience. As a ritualized form 
of public upheaval and renewal, we will come to understand the pageant of American justice as fundamentally 
being about bookmarking the ideologies of specific generations, while at the same time shaping their prevailing 
cultural standards of shock, rage, charity, apathy, blood lust, and vengeance.  

Instructor: Dr. Michael Arntfield; marntfie@uwo.ca. www.michaelarntfield.ca  

When & Where We Meet: Wednesdays, 2:30-5:30pm in Somerville House 3305 

Office Hours: Wednesdays, 1:30-2:20pm in Lawson Hall 3270 – or by appointment  

How This Course Fits into the American Studies Program: 
Students enrolled in this course will:   

1. Develop a greater understanding of the unique political and cultural underpinnings of the American legal system 
and its evolution from colonial times to present using a holistic, interdisciplinary approach to the relevant history 
and historiography. 

2. Gain a new appreciation for the complexities of the law in the context of a republic as compared to a democracy, 
including the role of public investment—whether as practitioners or spectators—in the evolution of the law as a 
calibrator of prevailing ideologies.  

3. Critically interpret crime reporting in America by synthesizing a number of academic fields and by examining the 
ability of the American legal system, as perhaps the progenitor of globalization, to influence decisions made in 
sovereign legal systems around the world. 

4. Learn how the American legal system and its amalgam of symbols directly interfaces with, and influences, a 
number of tertiary institutions and industries delineated along the lines of race, class, gender, and creed, as well as 
the enormous role of the criminal trial as a self-contained spectacle that has little or nothing to do with the 
eventual verdict or sentence imposed. 
 

 



Evaluation: 
 
Attendance & Participation – 10% 
Regular attendance and impassioned, collegial, and active support of your peers in class discussions and debates 
is essential to your success in this course and the vector of the course itself. The topics and media explored in 
this course are often controversial, anecdotal, and disturbing, and are sure to promote spirited dialogue. You 
need to be here to get the full experience and voice your opinions, not to mention get your participation marks. 
In short, this is a course where you really will get out of it what you put in.  
 

Discussion Leaders – 15% 
Each week selected students will be required to provide reactions to the assigned readings and films and also 
lead the class discussion at the outset of the lecture. The discussion leaders will, on their assigned week, be 
expected to present their thoughts, using a seminar format, and engage the week’s topics by highlighting key 
issues. This includes challenging status quo theories, opinions, and histories regarding the crimes and trials 
being examined. Beyond that, the discussion leaders are expected to stimulate and moderate larger debates and 
lead a tutorial session that will show evidence of their having a strong command of the material, including 
secondary source research using various media in order to gauge the cultural legacy of these cases today. The 
presentation methods employed, format of the discussion, and overall work invested are entirely up to the 
presenters, with students being matched to specific readings and weeks during the first lecture of the term.  
 
Mid-Term Quiz – 15% (Wednesday, February 13, 2013) 
The mid-term quiz will be open book and consist of answering one essay question from a list of three. It will 
be scheduled to run two (2) hours and will cover material from the first half of the course, including material 
raised during in-class discussions by the assigned discussion leaders to that point. This means that students will 
literally assist in creating the content for the mid-term through their own work. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Investigative Report – 25% (due Wednesday, April 3, 2013) 
This assignment requires that you conduct research, using a disparity of scholarly sources, on an unsolved 
‘crime of the century’ as it relates to broader socio-historical themes addressed in this course. I am flexible on 
cases but all proposed investigations must first be approved by way of a 1-2 page (250-500 word) prospectus 
that must be delivered by February 13, 2013. The prospectus itself will not receive a formal grade but will be 
reflected in the grade awarded to your final report. The final written product must conform to the standard 
specifications to which you should all now be accustomed (ie: 12 point font, double spaced, MLA or APA 
citation style, etc.) and must be 10-12 pages (2500-3000 words) in length. Start thinking about this assignment 
immediately and use the prospectus as an opportunity to explore the solvability and enduring relevance of 
some cases that have always fascinated you. Your chosen unsolved case should directly reflect the transnational 
public interest in the American justice system and crime history as you effectively merge interdisciplinary 
research, investigative reporting, criminal profiling, and historical analysis at once.  
 
Take Home Exam – 35%  
The final exam will be ‘take home’ format and will posted to Sakai on a date TBD, sometime after April 3, 
2013. It will involve a good deal of choice but will require your answering at least two essay questions, and 
your having 72 hours to submit your responses electronically. More details to follow.  
 

 
 
Course Texts: 

 Custom course reading pack – edited by Dr. Michael Arntfield 
 Dershowitz, Alan (2004) America on Trial: Inside the Legal Battles that Transformed Our Nation. New 
York: Time Warner 

Filmography: 

 Fury. Dir. Fritz Lang. MGM, 1936 
 Rope. Dir. Alfred Hitchcock. Warner Bros, 1948 
 Anatomy of a Murder. Dir. Otto Preminger. Carlyle, 1959 
 Inherit the Wind. Dir. Stanley Kramer. Universal, 1960 
 Reversal of Fortune. Dir. Barbet Schroeder. Sovereign Pictures, 1990  
 A Few Good Men. Dir. Rob Reiner. Warner Bros, 1992 
 Kalifornia. Dir. Dominic Sena. MGM, 1993 
 The Crucible. Dir. Nicholas Hytner. 20th Century Fox, 1996 
 Mr. Death: The Rise & Fall of Fred A. Leuchter, Jr. Dir. Erol Morris. Channel 4 Films, 1999 
 Runaway Jury. Dir. G. Felder. 20th Century Fox, 2003 
 The Corporation. Dir. M. Achbar & J. Abbot. Big Picture Media, 2003 
 Capote. Dir. B. Miller. Sony Pictures, 2005 
 The Lincoln Lawyer. Dir. B. Furman. Lions Gate, 2011 
 
Note: The films cited here are texts as much as the books are texts and should be viewed sometime before the final exam. The discussion 
leaders in particular are expected to view the associated film(s) for their assigned week, and make at least some reference to them during 
their seminars for the benefit of the group, as contextualizing American justice in the discourse of popular culture and the commercial 
media is one of the key learning objectives of this course. It is expected that you will rent, borrow, purchase, or otherwise procure these 
films at your own leisure as, unfortunately, there will be no designated screening times either in or outside of class.  



Tentative Course Schedule & Topics by Week: 

WEEK 1 (Jan 9): INTRODUCTION: The Courtroom as a Place & Space in the Collective Memory. 
Readings: Dershowitz (pp. 1-26) 
WEEK 2 (Jan 16): KANGAROO COURTS THEN & NOW: The Salem Witch Trials & Rosenberg 
Persecutions. Readings: Chiasson, Rothwax & Dershowitz (pp. 35-43 & 319-328). Film: The Crucible 
WEEK 3 (Jan 23): COURTS OF PUBLIC OPINION: Aaron Burr, the Chicago Seven, & the 
Scopes Monkey Trial. Readings: Larson, Nead, & Dershowitz (pp. 75-82, 262-267 & 290-294). Film: 
Inherit the Wind & Anatomy of a Murder  
WEEK 4 (Jan 30): YOUTH GONE WILD: Lizzie Borden, Leopold and Loeb, & the Menendez 
Brothers. Readings: Geiss, Uruburu, & Dershowitz (pp. 187-194 & 256-261). Film: Rope 
WEEK 5 (Feb 6): SURROGATE VICTIMS & PUBLIC ENEMIES: The Lindbergh Kidnapping, 
Manson Murders, & Clutter Family Massacre. Readings: Fass, Gibson, Girard, & Dershowitz (pp. 
272-275) Film: Capote 
WEEK 6 (Feb 13): MID-TERM QUIZ Investigative report proposals due in class 
WEEK 7 (Feb 20): READING WEEK – NO CLASSES 
WEEK 8 (Feb 27): THE PEOPLE vs. THE PINTO: Ford, Union Carbide, & the Criminal 
Prosecution of American Corporations. Readings: Cullen, Friedrichs, & Hartley. Films: Runaway Jury 
& The Corporation 
WEEK 9 (Mar 6): CAPITAL CASES: Ted Bundy, Timothy McVeigh, & the American Efficiency 
Movement. Readings: Dobbert, Sturken, & Dershowitz (pp. 68-74) Film: Mr. Death 
WEEK 10 (Mar 13): CELEBRITY DOCKETS & INTERNET JURIES: The Viral Trials of OJ 
Simpson, Mike Tyson, Michael Jackson, & Lindsay Lohan. Readings: Fuhrman, Goldfarb, Krinsky, & 
Dershowitz (pp. 493-506 & 514-521). Films: Reversal of Fortune & The Lincoln Lawyer  
WEEK 11 (Mar 20): BAD CROWDS & CRIMINAL MINDS: The Central Park Jogger, Scottsboro 
Boys, & L.A. Riots. Readings: Dershowitz (pp. 276-282, 490-492 & 507-513). Films: Fury & A Few 
Good Men  
WEEK 12 (Mar 27): BACK TO THE SCENE OF THE CRIME: Dark Tourism & the American 
Road Trip. Readings: Best, Lennon & Foley, White. Film: Kalifornia 
WEEK 13 (Apr 3): CONCLUSION: Course Wrap-up & Review. Investigative reports due in class 
 
 

 
 

N.B. (from the Latin nota bene, meaning Note Well!): It should come as little surprise that much of 
this course deals with extremely mature and frequently graphic subject matter. This course will engage texts, 

images, films, and discussions that often encompass extreme violence, profane language, illicit drug use, racism, 
and topics relating to the occult. Some students may find much of the material—including their own research—

frightening, disturbing, or otherwise offensive. If you are easily offended or upset, you may want to seriously 
reconsider taking this course. Unfortunately, material cannot be edited to suit individual tolerance levels, nor can 
it be vetted to accommodate personal, religious, ideological, or political beliefs. Note that this caveat is included 
only as a courtesy and that all add/drop deadlines still apply, as an aversion to the material is not a valid reason 

for absenteeism or withdrawal without penalty beyond the Registrar’s deadlines. 

 



Closing arguments… 

 

 

Bo iler  Plate  re :  Plagiarism… 

“Plagiarism: Students must write their essays and assignments in their own words. Whenever students take an idea, or a 
passage from another author, they must acknowledge their debt both by using quotation marks where appropriate and 
by proper referencing such as footnotes or citations. Plagiarism is a major academic offence (see Scholastic Offence 
Policy in the Western Academic Calendar).” 

…And RE :  medical -related absences… 

“Students seeking academic accommodation on medical grounds for any missed tests, exams, assignments or 
participatory components worth 10% or more of their final grade for the course must apply to the Academic Counseling 
Office of their home faculty and provide documentation in the form of a Student Medical Certificate. For work worth 
less than 10% of the final grade, the instructor will consider requests for academic accommodation on medical grounds 
made in a timely manner in writing or by appointment in office hours. Such requests need not be accompanied by 
documentation. The instructor may, however, decide to require documentation be submitted to the appropriate 
Academic Counseling office.” 

…AND F INALLY ,  A  WORD (G IVE  OR TAKE)  ON W IRELESS DEV ICES  & SOCIAL  MEDIA… 

Note that while the responsible use of notebook computers, tablets, and PDA devices as learning tools in this course is 
certainly encouraged, and while I understand that smartphones and tablets are increasingly integral to students’ social 
experience at Western, it is expected that these technologies will be used appropriately in the context of the classroom. 
Please respect your professor (me) and peers (your friends and classmates) by refraining from SMS texting, BBMing, 
IMing, or using social media such as Facebook and Twitter other than during the designated break times. Students who 
are found to be distracted by and/or routinely engaged in social media, or found using wireless devices for personal 
business during the lecture or in-class screenings, will be deemed to be mentally absent from the class and will have 
their attendance and participation marks affected to the same degree as someone who has failed to attend entirely. 
Please don’t make this an issue. Use discretion. Use common sense. 

 

  


