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By definition, a jury is a body of persons (jurors) summoned by law and sworn to 

judge and produce a verdict on a given affair in court. This description, however vague, 

generally explains the typical American jury’s purpose since the United States was 

founded. The current American jury system is by no means a new philosophy by which 

the United States’ law governs itself. The jury’s essential theory and design have been 

around for centuries. Thomas Jefferson, one of this country’s foremost leaders, wrote a 

letter to well-known colonial author Thomas Paine in which he stated he considered the 

jury to be “the only anchor ever yet imagined by man, by which a government can be 

held to the principles of its constitution.”! Arguing alongside Jefferson was George 

Mason, a fellow citizen of Jefferson’s day. Mason asserted, “In suits between man and 

man, the ancient trial by jury is preferable to any other, and [it] ought to be held sacred.” 

The American jury system is extremely complicated and oftentimes intimidating 

for citizens. Nevertheless, the most common types of jurors are not every day “social 

elite”---those who most people feel would have the best means of hearing a case in court. 

In fact, almost always, jurors chosen to hear arguments in court are from a populace 

cross-section and are entirely unaffiliated with the law. No experience is, unusually, best. 

This unwritten rule makes choosing a “perfect” jury, for either the purpose of the 

prosecution or defense, respectively, a lengthy and grueling matter. 
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Aside from this aspect, designating someone to become a juror can make his or her life 

very difficult due to other obligations. For the sake of democracy and fair trial, citizens 

who become jurors may, although rarely, forfeit employment, encounter financial 

dilemma, or regress effort in everyday tasks. This is because the time for a trial to “run its 

course” is unknown. There are exceptions when officials of the court recognize that 

serving on a jury would cause severe hardship, and a citizen can be relieved of the call to 

serve. Such instances include being a sole proprietor, a single parent working to support a 

lifestyle and children, or even health concems. Even with these seemingly dictatorial 

circumstances as imposed by the federal government, many citizens proudly serve their 

judicial system with honor and respect in response to the call of civic duty. Entrusting a 

group of six (the minimum requisite) or more with deciding the outcome of a case 

important enough to be formally debated is undoubtedly praiseworthy of the nation’s 

trail-by-jury process. 

The jury is quintessentially the sole judge of presented facts. It is not the 

moderator of the law; that is typically left to the discretion of the bench, or acting judge 

in a court case. Even so, in a trial, the jury’s overriding virtue is to uphold law, putting 

away prejudice in the stead of reason. That a jury considers only pertinent evidence—as 

aforementioned that jurors normally have no experience with the specifics of law-—-stands 

to prove that trial by jury is, indeed, sensible. It is arguable that law is sometimes biased 

because the majority votes to pass a particular idea. With that said, it only makes sense 

that jurors decide a case based on evidentiary information rather than what one juror 

believes is application and integrity of law and what one juror does not. This judicial 

function places the highest value on truth aside from one’s political beliefs and 

associations. 

     



While juries convict on occasion, it is the basic purpose of that body to find the 

innocence of those on trial. It is the sole burden of the prosecution to prove beyond any 

reasonable doubt that a person, or persons, committed an act against the principles of 

society. This is the heart of the jury structure. Men and women deliberate on the actions 

of an alleged offender of justice. Of that group, a unanimous decision may be required 

that jurors convict or pardon a would-be wrongdoer. There are exceptions (such as in 

Oregon and Louisiana) where this rule is invalidated at instances, but again, that is at the 

jurisdiction of the administrating government. There is practical impossibility that an 

innocent person could be condemned of a crime if at least one member of a jury believes 

in the assumed criminal’s blamelessness. 

Beginning with the Magna Carta of 1215 and progressing through the Sixth and 

Seventh Amendments of the United States’ Constitution, the jury system has evolved into 

the ultimate political machine of the people’s republic. Some consider the jury to be an 

enlightened group of guardians of liberty, but, more suitably, it is a group seeking 

impartiality, circumspection, and perhaps a modest bit of American mercy. In contrast 

with control that once rested in the hands of kings, the American government has vested 

power into the command of ordinary citizens that they might express sound judgment for 

the well being of those on trial and show responsibility in dealing with weighty matters. 

Alexis de Tocqueville, a famous French observer of the United States in 1831-1832, 

noted that America’s jury system embodies a particular Biblical principle: an entity 

devoted to “judging his neighbor as he would himself be judged.”*® The American Jury is 

unquestionably a global model of the people in action. 

3 V. Robert Wolf, The Jury System (Philadelphia: Chelsea House, 1998) 11.    


