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ABSTRACT 

FRONT AND BACK STAGE PRESENTATIONS: THE CONVERGENCE OF 
PRESENTATION, NEGOTIATION, AND ADJUDICATION OF DOMESTIC 
VIOLENCE CASES 

LeiLani R. Hamilton, M.A. 

George Mason University, 2013 

Thesis Director: Dr. Mark Jacobs 

 

This thesis focuses on the symbolic interaction and socialization through front and back 

stage presentations of those identified as criminal justice actors. The research and 

observations take place over the course of two months in the meeting room of the 

Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court in a courthouse in the greater Washington, D.C. 

metropolitan area. The discussions and negotiations observed by the researcher involve 

domestic violence cases and include the leading actors (prosecutors and defense 

attorneys) and the supporting cast (police officers, victim advocates, and probation 

officers). The meeting room where the observations took place is not open to the public 

and was available to this researcher as a victim advocate who was a part of this group of 

actors. Front stage observations revealed, with the exception of defense attorneys, the 

actors presented a consistent and unified presentation in line with their expected roles. 

The back stage observations revealed true beliefs and values and presented a less 
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cohesive group, although defense attorneys were generally never fully part of the overall 

group to begin with. The one exception occurred during the down time between cases 

being called where all of the actors felt free to participate in conversations unrelated to 

the domestic violence cases. This thesis provides suggestions for further research that 

would contribute to the overall discussion on the presentation of self in everyday 

activities.
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INTRODUCTION 

The sociology of work is a subject that has been by many sociologists in an effort 

to understand and analyze the relationship of work on the individual, the family, the work 

group, the organization/institution, the economy, and society as a whole on both macro 

and micro levels. From Karl Marx to Max Weber to Emile Durkheim, many of the 

pioneers of sociology have researched and written about the theme of work as it affects 

and is affected by society, human interaction, capitalism, the division of labor, and norms 

and traditions (Raison 1979). The study of work groups is a crucial component to 

understanding institutions within society because individuals spend a copious amount of 

time at work and because the work people do, and how well they do it, affects not only 

the institution, but society as a whole. In fact, an argument can be made that the work 

people perform is influenced by or is a reflection of society itself. While there are many 

institutions that can be studied, the institution of the criminal justice system was chosen 

because of the depth and breadth of various work groups within the institution and its 

clear and very tangible influence on not just the individual but also society. 

The criminal justice system is one of the most powerful institutions responsible 

for setting limits on individual freedoms, thereby governing an individual’s everyday life. 

This governance occurs both actively and passively as it is not contingent upon an 

individual coming into direct contact with any one of the many parts of the criminal 
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justice system.  So what exactly is the criminal justice system? Such a loaded phrase can 

be defined as “the set of agencies and processes established by governments to control 

crime and impose penalties on those who violate laws. There is no single criminal justice 

system in the United States but rather many similar, individual systems” (Anon 2012). 

This somewhat ambiguous definition can be further elaborated to include that the 

criminal justice system operates on the federal and state/local level and is comprised of 

law enforcement, prosecution, defense attorneys,  the courts, and corrections (Anon 

2012). From laws governing driving behaviors to punishing convicted murderers, the 

criminal justice system addresses a broad range of deviant and criminal behavior in an 

effort to maintain order and control within society. Domestic violence is a crime and 

societal ill that routinely gets prosecuted in the American criminal justice system. 

Therefore, how domestic violence cases are adjudicated and the parties responsible in the 

adjudication process are of great interest.  

There are two ways cases are adjudicated in the criminal justice system: either a 

trial by judge or jury, or by a plea negotiation (Anon 2012). These two options are not 

based on the crime itself, but rather the defendant’s decision to enter a not guilty plea, 

guilty plea, or some alternative form of a guilty plea (i.e. no contest, Alford plea, etc.) 

after consideration and consultation with their defense attorney, if they’ve hired one. 

However, before this can happen, the relevant parties involved discuss the facts and 

merits of the case and negotiate the terms for a possible plea agreement or the likelihood 

of a trial. Unlike some of the other criminal justice agencies/departments that play a role 

in the adjudication of domestic violence cases, such as the judge and probation, defense 
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attorneys and prosecutors play an adversarial and distinctive role yet share the same 

objective of ensuring that justice is served. To add to this paradox, despite the adversarial 

nature of the working relationship between prosecutor and defense attorney, 

approximately 94 percent of cases handled at the state level result in a plea bargain and 

hence an agreement of sorts (Goode 2012). So what exactly goes on during these pre-trial 

negotiations and what factors influence such negotiations? 

  When considering the various “actors” within the criminal justice system and 

their designated roles in handling domestic violence cases, the ability of these actors to 

work together, despite their sometimes competing interests, is of significant value.  This 

leads to several questions about the roles of the “actors” within the criminal justice 

system. How do prosecutors and defense attorneys navigate and negotiate their 

adversarial roles in order to come to plea agreements in domestic violence cases? How do 

the norms, values, and beliefs held by the various actors about their role impact or 

influence their willingness to cooperate with negotiations when it comes to adjudicating 

domestic violence cases within the bounds of the legal system? What are the various roles 

the criminal justice actors are expected or required to fulfill as a part of their job? Lastly, 

how do the various criminal justice actors present themselves amongst each other in order 

to achieve the task of adjudicating domestic violence cases?  These areas of interest will 

be explored, but first an understanding of relevant theories and literature will be 

examined.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

While the founding fathers of Sociology, Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, and Max 

Weber all explored the concept of work as impacted and influenced by society and  

institutions, sociologists Georg Simmel, G.H. Mead, and Erving Goffman formulated 

theories involving human behavior and socialization also known as social interaction  

(Westby 1991). Social interaction, or symbolic interactionism, is central to understanding 

the working relationships between the various criminal justice actors and therefore the 

impact these interactions have on the decisions concerning and adjudication of domestic 

violence cases (Gabler 2010). Also central to this thesis, are the concepts of culture and 

organizations as discussed by Edgar Schein, whose “research on culture shows how 

national, organizational, and occupational cultures influence organizational performance” 

(MIT n.d.). These theories involving concepts of symbolic interactionism, culture, 

organizations, and institutions are relevant to this thesis and provide a theoretical 

framework for understanding the exchange and interplay between the various criminal 

justice actors. 

Georg Simmel’s Social Interaction Theory 
 

Georg Simmel’s focus and interest in Social Interaction Theory provide the 

foundation for studying and understanding the working relationship between criminal 
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justice actors responsible for adjudicating  domestic violence cases. Simmel defined 

social interaction as  

Any social phenomenon or process is composed of two elements 
which in reality are inseparable: on the one hand, an interest, a 
purpose, or a motive; on the other, a form or mode of interaction 
among individuals through which, or in the shape which, that content 
attains social reality (Raison 1979, pg. 169). 
    

This theory suggests that all social interactions have dual meaning, purpose, and levels of 

analysis that  not only define the world in which we live but explain patterns of behavior 

that can be found across many areas of sociological inquiry. Another contribution from 

Simmel’s theory is the concept of conflict and antagonism. He argues that not only is 

conflict built into social relationships, it’s essential to maintaining stability in these 

relationships, whereas by it “increases awareness of group unity, developed through the 

projection of common feelings of hostility against the out-group and through the 

development of a clearer articulation of authority in the group” (Raison 1979).  Simmel’s 

theory applies to the interplay that can be observed between the various criminal justice 

actors and in particular the conflict between prosecutor and defense attorney in an effort 

to better understand the dynamics between them. In relation to Simmel’s theory, G.H. 

Mead’s theory on socialization complements and further expands on social interaction.  

G.H. Mead and Socialization 
 

G.H. Mead theory on socialization is just as vital to understanding human 

interaction as a starting point for analyzing interplay between groups. Mead argued that 

human behavior and communication could be explained by “our membership of a social 

group within which a gesture had meaning, not in the supposedly innate ability of human 
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beings to use language” (Raison 1979). He also went on to state that as humans, we learn 

“through social interaction that he wears an appearance to others, just as they wear an 

appearance to him; and he learns to take into account of this double aspect of social 

relationships” (Raison 1979). His theory juxtaposes that of Simmel by also 

acknowledging this dual presentation and dual role while interacting with other 

individuals, however Mead goes on further to label the dual role held by an individual. 

Mead described the concept of the ”me” and the “I” as the dual role and presentation of 

the self among others (Westby 1991). The “me” refers to “the self as a social object” and 

in doing so, specifically forms “the attitudes appropriate to a situation at the point of 

acting in that situation” (Westby 1991). In contrast, the “I” is considered the “self as an 

actor, as organizer and interpreter of the ‘me’ roles” (Westby 1991).  This socialization 

occurs on a conscious and subconscious level, but nonetheless is a filter by which 

interaction takes place as a means of communication, acceptance, and self-preservation. 

While both Simmel and Mead contributed significantly to the notion of social interaction, 

the most prominent sociologist to examine this very phenomenon is Erving Goffman. 

Erving Goffman’s Presentation of Self 
 

The most notable theory to explore the concept of social interaction and 

socialization is that of Erving Goffman’s theory of the Presentation of Self. His 

acclaimed book, Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, laid out a blueprint by which 

human interaction was examined utilizing the theoretical framework of dramaturgical 

interplay (Goffman 1956). This symbolic interactionism was of interest to Goffman as a 

way to understand how individuals “manage their behavior in social situations” otherwise 
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known as impression management (Gabler 2010). What made Goffman’s account of 

human interaction and socialization so compelling was his use of theater as a symbolic 

metaphor whereby individuals were actors on both the front stage setting and back stage 

setting (Goffman 1956).  It is this visual of actors as part of a stage theater bodes well 

when describing the interplay between the actors as they navigate the world and social 

setting around them.  

Goffman’s Presentation of Self theory consists of different levels and degrees of 

dramaturgical interplay that are self-serving and require the ability to adapt one’s 

presentation, if necessary, in order to conceal one’s true intentions and present an 

acceptable decorum according to the group’s or audience’s standards and expectations 

(Goffman 1956). He describes the notion of a front as “that part of the individual’s 

performance which regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the 

situation for those who observe the performance” such as physical setting, physical dress, 

facial expressions and body language (1956). Of arguably greater sociological 

significance is the notion of a backstage which Goffman defines as “a place relative to a 

given performance, where the impression fostered by the performance is knowingly 

contradicted as a matter of course” (1956). It is the backstage performance that sheds 

light on the actors’ true beliefs, intentions, and values and is a “place” where the actor is 

free from their front stage role and masquerade and can express themselves more openly 

and/or critique their front stage performance out of view from the audience. While the 

individual is a central figure in this theory, Goffman discusses the notion of teams as 

engaging in these managed impressions. 
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If the individual can engage in front stage and back stage performance, so can a 

team towards a common narrative and presentation. Goffman defines the team as “a set 

of performers who cooperate in presenting a single performance” (1956). While this 

definition may seem a bit obvious, especially since people are not always alone in social 

settings, the team concept serves to further expose just how intricate the presentation of 

self can be. He goes on to further define what a team is comprised of in order to  

distinguish an informal group or clique (Goffman 1956). He states that members of a 

team are 

Forced to rely on the good conduct and behaviour of his fellows, and 
they, in turn, are forced to rely on him. There, is, then perforce, a 
bond of reciprocal dependents linking team-mates to one another. 
When members of a team have different formal statuses and rank in a 
social establishment, as is often the case, then we can see that the 
mutual dependence created by membership in the team is likely to cut 
across structural and social cleavages in the establishment and thus 
provide a source of cohesion for the establishment (Goffman 1956, 
pg. 50). 

 
The team presentation scenario is not one that is easily or automatically accomplished 

due to barriers such as an unclear message/image, lack of buy-in from one or more actors 

in a group, and “force or bargaining power” in order to manage the front stage 

appearance, but at no time are the offending actors admonished in the public sphere or 

front stage (Goffman 1956). This is important because the upkeep of 

appearance/presentation is vital is maintaining credibility and authority with the audience 

and therefore control and manipulate the information being sought by the audience. 

Goffman’s contribution to this concept of symbolic and social interaction could not be 

underscored enough and heavily contributes to the focus of this thesis. Lastly, Edgar 
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Schein’s theories on organizational culture and leadership ties in nicely with the 

aforementioned theories. 

Edgar Schein’s Organizational Culture and Leadership 
 

Organizational culture and leadership relate and are interconnected to the concept 

of symbolic interaction. Edgar Schein is a social psychologist by training who teaches 

and specializes in organizational culture, organizational behavior, and managing change 

(MIT n.d.).  Since the focus of this thesis is based on symbolic interaction, the institution 

of the criminal justice (a form of organization) and work place behaviors (which can 

encompass leadership), Schein’s research integrates well in the overall discussion. Schein 

first defines culture as  

Both a “here and now” dynamic phenomenon and a coercive 
background structure that influences us in many ways. Culture is 
constantly reenacted and created by our interactions with others and 
shaped by our own behavior. Culture supplies us our language, and 
language provides meaning in our day-to-day life.  Culture can be 
thought of as the foundation of the social order that we live in and of 
the rules we abide by (Schein 2010, pg. 3). 

 
More specifically, he states that culture is comprised of three levels: artifacts, espoused 

beliefs and values, and basic underlying assumptions (Schein 2010).  

These three levels of culture are the filters by which all information travels and is 

analyzed, thereby impacting the interaction between individuals and, in this instance, 

leaders and subordinates within an organization. Schein defines artifacts as: visible and 

observable behavior yet sometimes difficult to decipher; espoused beliefs and values as: 

ideology, goals, and values; and lastly, basic underlying assumptions as: unconscious 

beliefs and values that are often taken for granted (Schein 2010). He provides a useful 
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account of organizational behavior while at the same time acknowledging both external 

and internal forces that shape and frame one’s experience and interactions within the 

workplace. Now that relevant theories have been discussed, current research and studies 

that focus on relevant criminal justice topics is important in understanding and illustrating 

the various ways in which these actors interact and adjudicate cases in court.  

Prosecutorial Discretion and Plea Bargaining 
 
 The topic of prosecutorial discretion and the practice of plea bargaining have 

garnered a considerable amount of attention when it comes to research concerning the 

criminal justice system. A great deal of literature centers on the unequal power and 

influence held by prosecutors when trying and negotiating criminal cases. One such study 

sought to quantify the impact of offender characteristics (i.e. race, age, employment, etc.) 

on a prosecutor’s count bargaining decisions in order to “examine the potential disparate 

treatment of particular defendants” (Ball 2006). Ball found that the offender 

characteristics were not statistically significant in influencing count bargaining, but the 

study highlighted a few key points related to this thesis  (2006). 

 First, the study mentioned previous research that found “earlier decisions by the 

prosecutor (i.e., charging decisions) result in more favorable dispositions in domestic 

violence cases for suspects who face greater social and financial disadvantage yet less 

favorable at the conviction and sentencing stage for these same defendants” (Ball 2006). 

This presents an interesting dilemma since the idea behind defendants pleading guilty, 

despite some thinking it’s because of an altruistic sense of righteousness, is that it should 

benefit defendants resulting in less incarceration time or a reduction of the charge(s). This 
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shows that there is something unique going on during the negotiation process that can 

yield unintended results for defendants.  Second, the study talks about two models under 

which plea negotiations occur: the concessions model, whereby guilty pleas result in 

reduced charges and/or a more lenient sentence; and the consensus model, whereby plea 

negotiations are a reflection of agreements shared by the courtroom workgroup 

concerning the “normal penalty for…similar cases and similarly situated defendants, 

[who] receive similar outcomes” (Ball 2006). Lastly, the study focuses on the distinction 

among the severity of cases and the level of prosecutorial discretion associated with it. In 

cases involving more severe charges and in cases involving less severe charges, there 

tends to be a consensus as to the type of plea agreement offered  in order to reduce 

courtroom caseload, ensure convictions, and/or reduce the defendant’s sentence (Ball 

2006). In “borderline cases” that fall in between severe and less severe cases, prosecutors 

and defense attorneys disagree more which ultimately leads to more prosecutorial 

discretion, more negotiations on concessions, and more consideration of an offender’s 

personal characteristics (Ball 2006). All of these factors are relevant when trying to 

observe and analyze the ways in which criminal justice actors work together and 

negotiate domestic violence cases. While this study highlights and discusses several 

factors that are relevant to this thesis, other studies tend to focus on the more common 

concerns resulting from plea bargaining. 

 Many studies and articles discuss the unethical practices and lasting harmful 

effects that result from plea bargaining and how it undermines not just defendants’ rights 

but, in turn, victims’ and citizens’ rights as well. One such article discusses how plea 
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bargaining undermines the rights of citizens to expect that the criminal justice system to 

“censure offenders conduct by imposing losses or deprivations on them proportional to 

the seriousness of their offenses” (Lippke 2006). While victims’ rights laws aim to 

include victims’ opinions on plea agreement offers, plea bargains may be considered an 

affront to the right of society to hold offenders fully accountable in order to ensure that a 

clear and succinct message is being sent to those who choose to commit crime, since plea 

bargains tend to reduce charges and/or reduce the punishment. Another common area of 

focus concerning the effects of plea bargaining and negotiations involves prosecutorial 

misconduct. 

 Prosecutorial misconduct is a complex and institutionalized practice that is not 

simply just a series of unethical or illegal decisions made in a given case. While there are 

clear examples of prosecutors withholding evidence or influencing witness testimony, 

misconduct appears to be somewhat ingrained and to some degree sanctioned by the 

criminal justice institution in which they operate. This is concerning since over “the past 

30 years, the prosecutor has become the most powerful position in the criminal justice 

system” and prosecutorial misconduct was responsible for nearly “45% of recent cases 

overturned because of DNA evidence” (Schoenfeld 2005). What is valuable in 

understanding prosecutorial misconduct is that it can occur at any stage during the 

criminal justice process including plea bargaining (Schoenfeld 2005). This is of interest 

and concern since most cases end up getting adjudicated via a plea agreements.  
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 There is a general sense amongst the literature that the current status quo of 

adjudicating cases is more detrimental to defendants’ rights and the integrity of the 

criminal justice system than it is beneficial.  Yet the status quo persists despite data and 

research indicating there’s a need for more judicial oversight and/or more transparency in 

the plea bargaining stage of the criminal justice process. The generalization of this 

problem and the fact that it can occur at any stage of the criminal justice system suggests 

that the opportunity or potential for prosecutorial misconduct is very much 

institutionalized. This is not to suggest that defense attorneys are merely passive vessels 

who show up only to make concessions without fighting for the best interest of their 

client. While this may be the case sometimes, defense attorneys are an active part of the 

equation involving plea bargaining which only further raises the need to examine the plea 

bargaining process and overall interaction amongst the criminal justice actors. While the 

criminal justice system is responsible for adjudicating a wide range of crimes, this thesis 

narrows its focus on domestic violence cases and the interaction and interplay among the 

criminal justice actors.  

Domestic Violence Cases 
 
 Domestic violence involves crime that permeates all socioeconomic statuses, 

sexual orientations, and ethnicities. According to the Department of Justice’s Office on 

Violence Against Women, domestic violence is  

a pattern of abusive behavior in any relationship that is used by one 
partner to gain or maintain power and control over another intimate 
partner.  Domestic violence can be physical, sexual, emotional, 
economic, or psychological actions or threats of actions that influence 
another person. This includes any behaviors that intimidate, 
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manipulate, humiliate, isolate, frighten, terrorize, coerce, threaten, 
blame, hurt, injure, or wound someone (US DOJ 2013). 

 
Domestic violence is often defined as a pattern of  wide range of aggressive and 

intimidating behaviors on a continuum that can occur over an indefinite period of time. 

For the purposes of this thesis, and the focus of the research domestic violence is used to 

refer to an act of physical aggression, whereby the perpetrator commits the act against a 

family member, related household member, former significant other with whom they’ve 

resided with in the last 12 months, former spouse, or someone with whom they have a 

child or children in common. This definition of domestic violence includes the criteria 

necessary for hearing these types of cases by the Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court 

where the observations will take place. The biggest distinction from the universal and 

more traditional definition of domestic violence is that the courts can only address the 

visible and tangible thereby unable to address and punish situations involving emotional 

or psychological offenses. Domestic violence cases are a common crime that is 

adjudicated in the courts and are therefore worth some further examination.  

 Much of the discussion so far has centered on the roles of prosecutors and defense 

attorneys when it comes to plea bargaining and negotiating cases. While this interaction 

is of great interest and significance, other police officer’s roles are also crucial to the 

overall “stage” where these interactions take place. one of which is the police officer’s 

role. Police officers are first responders to the scene of domestic violence incidents and 

are the first of the criminal justice actors to interact with the public and therefore are 

responsible for the first step of the gatekeepers to the criminal justice system, process 

upon arresting an individual by setting things in motion beginning with the arrest of the 
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offender. Police officers who respond to domestic violence calls often experience role 

conflict because of the dichotomous relationship between their legal role (investigation, 

arrest) and their social services role (comfort the victim, address immediate needs), as 

well as navigate and manage the expectations from people within or outside of the police 

force (Balenovich, Grossi, and Hughes 2008). Police officers also operate within several 

cultures, such as the police department, the community, and among the court actors, all 

with varying expectations of the officer’s primary role. In addition to police role conflict, 

legislation that takes away police discretion has impacted the way in which the police 

fulfill their duties.  

 Mandatory arrest laws have changed the way police interact with citizens during 

domestic violence calls. One study discusses how several states have mandatory arrest 

laws that “require officers to interject themselves in every domestic violence incident 

reported” despite the unpredictability, dangerousness, and low conviction rate 

(Balenovich et al. 2008). These laws take away police officer discretion and do not 

always yield desired results (i.e. uncooperative victims in court). Another study looked 

into how experienced police officers, rookie police officers, and the general public would 

handle hypothetical domestic violence cases (arrest or no arrest) (Stalans and Finn 

2006).The study found that, in general, both the police officers and the public did not find 

arresting offenders as the most effective way to handle domestic violence cases (Stalans 

and Finn 2006). This study illustrates how the expected roles of officers and officers’ 

view of what their role should be sometimes conflict, which may impact their overall 

feelings towards domestic violence cases and impact their job performance.  
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When taking into consideration the sensitive nature of domestic violence cases 

and police officers’ multiple roles, it is easy to see how the competing demands of their 

job my may cause stress. While all jobs have different stressors, the stressors that police 

officers encounter can directly impact how well they do their job. How well they do their 

job can impact not just the outcome of a case in court, but also their working relationship 

with prosecutors and other criminal justice actors. Prosecutors rely heavily on the work  

done by police officers (investigation, arrest, evidence collection) because it sets the tone 

for all plea negotiations and therefore the adjudication of cases. The literature discussed 

thus far has helped frame the reasons why the interaction, interplay, and “stage presence” 

of the criminal justice actors are areas of considerable interest because the integrity and 

credibility of the courts depends on it.  
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FOCUS OF THESIS 

It is clear from the literature review that decisions made in adjudicating domestic 

violence cases are influenced by what conversations and negotiations take place outside 

of the courtroom. What is also clear is there are multiple factors that play a role in how 

and why decisions are made, specifically when it comes to plea bargaining. The literature 

reveals that previous studies have examined the roles of the various criminal justice 

actors, however none of the literature examines the often subliminal and dramaturgical 

ways in which these actors interact and socialize with one another while discussing and 

negotiating cases. The focus of this thesis is to examine the interaction and interplay 

between the actors and its influence on the adjudication of domestic violence cases. Of 

particular interest is how do the criminal justice actors mitigate and manipulate their 

norms, values, and beliefs in “front stage” and “back stage” interactions and still fulfill 

the roles expected of them? 

The negotiation and adjudication of domestic violence cases is important not only 

because it impacts the lives of the victims and the offenders, but also the credibility of the 

criminal justice system. Since domestic violence crimes are routinely adjudicated in the 

courts, there are sufficient opportunities to observe these interactions amongst the actors.  

Upon observing the interaction and interplay between the criminal justice actors, patterns 

and conflicts will be identified for further review and analysis.  
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METHOD OF OBSERVATION 

The method utilized to examine the front and back stage interactions between the 

various criminal justice actors was through participant observation. Since the focus of the 

study is not to quantify the observable phenomenon but rather extract meaning and 

significance, this qualitative approach was the most appropriate. Participant observation 

was chosen because it was the best way to accurately and effectively observe the 

interactions organically in their natural environment. The participant observation was 

discrete and was not advertised to the criminal justice actors being observed due to 

concern that the actors would alter or eliminate some of their behavior and practices. 

As a participant observer, I was able to interact with the other actors because I am 

employed as a victim advocate. I regularly interact with courtroom actors, as well as 

victims of domestic violence, as part of the assigned tasks and duties of the position held 

as a victim advocate. My presence among the criminal justice actors during the 

conversations and negotiations and taking notes is common since victim advocates are 

required to enter notes in a database explaining the outcome of the cases involving the 

victims they are working with. This is perhaps the biggest advantage of being part of the 

group since openly taking notes will not cause suspicion or concern among the other 

actors, therefore unlikely to impact or jeopardize the quality and authenticity of the 

conversations taking place.  



19 
 

The notes did not identify the actors by name or any other identifying factors 

other than the position they hold (i.e. prosecutor, defense attorney, etc.). If there was 

more than one type of actor in a given interaction, they were distinguished by letters (i.e. 

prosecutor A, prosecutor B, etc.). The purpose of this approach was because the actors 

did not know they were being observed and the conversations taking place were 

occurring in a space that is not open for public observation. There was an expectation 

among the actors that what is discussed in that room is privileged information and 

confidential. In addition, the cases being discussed involved victims of domestic 

violence, which contains sensitive information, and in effort to protect their identity and 

the facts of their case, there was no specific identification of the prosecutor, defense 

attorney, police officer, or victim advocate involved in their case. In fact, the details of 

the cases being discussed are not the central focus or necessary in observing the 

interaction between the criminal justice actors.  

After all of the observations were complete, the notes were reviewed and codified 

in order to identify themes, outliers, and unexpected phenomenon. The observations were 

broken up into categories of common themes and describe the interactions that were 

taking place. The themes and outliers identified were then analyzed for further discussion 

about the front stage and back stage social interactions and interplay. The notes were 

destroyed upon completion of the thesis as they are no longer necessary. 

The Stage 
 
 In order to honor the decision to keep the actors and the facts of the cases of the 

domestic violence victims confidential, the details of the location were confidential. The 
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site of observation took place in a courthouse located in the greater Washington, D.C. 

metropolitan area. The courthouse is situated in a locale that is moderately populated with 

over 200,000 residents and is open five days a week to accommodate the relatively busy 

traffic that comes in and out of the courthouse. The courthouse houses three jurisdictional 

courts: the Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court, the General District Court, and the 

Circuit Court all of which hear different types of cases. The court of interest in this study 

is the Juvenile and Domestic Relations court since it has jurisdiction over all domestic 

violence cases.  

 The Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court (also referred to as JDR) hears all 

cases involving  

- domestic violence 
-  juvenile offenders and juvenile victims (no matter what the offense) 
-  Child Protective Services (CPS) cases involving abuse and neglect, foster care, 

adoption, and termination of parental rights 
-  child support/spousal support, child custody, and visitation cases 
-  protective order cases involving a family, household member, significant other 

with whom a person has resided with in the last 12 months, or with whom there is 
a child in common 

- Child in Need of Services/Supervision (CHINS) cases brought forth by a parent(s) 
or school personnel for non-criminal offenses (i.e. running away, truancy) 

 
The court hears a variety of these cases on a daily basis, however the prosecutors are not 

involved in what are considered civil matters which includes CPS cases, CHINS cases, 

and child custody, child support,/spousal support, or visitation cases. There is one small 

exception when it comes to protective orders. Protective orders are considered civil 

matters and abide by civil laws; however victims sometimes petition the court for a 

protective order due to an incident in which the offender was charged. A prosecutor may 

offer a deal that requires an offender to agree to a protective order as part of a plea 
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agreement. In addition, a violation of a protective order is a criminal offense and 

therefore results in a criminal case which is then handled by a prosecutor. 

 The JDR Court takes up an entire floor of the courthouse. It consists of the 

judges’ chambers, two courtrooms each equipped with a holding cell out of plain view, 

the clerk’s office, the intake office (where petitions with the court are filed), the JDR 

adult probation office, court liaison office, two small meeting rooms for the general 

public and/or for attorneys to meet with their clients, a meeting room for prosecutors to 

meet with victims, witnesses, police officers, defense attorneys, victim advocates, and 

probation officers, and restrooms. Lastly, on one side of the court floor is an open sitting 

area set up with five rows of wooden pews where victim, witness, defendants, CPS 

workers, and sometimes lawyers wait before their case is called. This is the only court in 

the entire courthouse that has two courtrooms, and hence two judges, whereas the 

General District Court and Circuit Courts each have four courtrooms and broader 

jurisdiction over different types of crimes. The only time another court hears a JDR case, 

specifically a domestic violence case, is if the case is appealed to the Circuit Court, which 

is usually on behalf of the offender. The relatively small and intimate setting of the JDR 

Court is the reason it was chosen. 

 The specific location that this thesis is basing all of its observations on takes place 

in the meeting room where the prosecutors meet with victims, witnesses, and various 

criminal justice actors to discuss and negotiate domestic violence cases. The room is 

approximately 12 feet long and 8 feet wide. There is a long, rectangular table that is 

approximately 5 feet long and two feet wide where two prosecutors sit on one side of the 
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table and face whomever they are speaking to or interviewing. There are usually only two 

chairs on the other side of the table for others to sit. There are four additional chairs in 

this small room, two on each side of the room against the wall. This is where other 

criminal justice actors sit as they discuss cases or wait for their case to be called by the 

court. There’s enough room for 8 people to be seated and approximately enough room for 

an additional 3-4 people to stand comfortably. Beyond that capacity the room becomes 

overcrowded and stuffy.  

 The room’s walls are painted an off white color, the table is a light gray color, and 

the four chairs placed at the table are cushioned and a dark green color. The other four 

chairs are blue and plastic and not as comfortable. There are no pictures hanging up on 

the wall, no magazine stands, no TV, just a speaker box placed on a small, light gray, end 

table where one can hear cases being called by each of the courtroom clerks thus making 

it easier for the prosecutors to know when they are being summoned to the courtroom. 

This allows prosecutors to stay in the meeting room to discuss and negotiate cases instead 

of sitting in the courtroom, even for cases they are not involved in (i.e. civil cases). There 

are also overhead speakers in the general seating area so that others can hear their cases 

being called.  

The entrance to the meeting room has double doors only one of which actually 

opens. The doors are wooden but have tiny little glass windows panes on the doors that 

are approximately 6 by 6 inches. The doors contain four tiny windows across and eight 

tiny windows going down practically covering the whole door. The room is transparent 

for all those outside in the main area to look in and see. The doors are not sound proof, 
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however one cannot hear conversations when the door is closed unless the actors inside 

have raised their voices to the point that they are almost yelling. Unlike the other meeting 

rooms in the other courts (General District and Circuit), the meeting room in JDR is the 

smallest meeting room, therefore a more intimate setting where discussions tend to occur 

among all of the actors in the room, versus several conversations going on at once as is 

the case in the other courts. The meeting room serves as a semi-private and public space 

on display for all to see, yet not for all to hear or participate in. The only actors allowed 

inside the meeting room without first being invited in are prosecutors, police officers, and 

victim advocates.  

The Actors 
 
 So far there has been a lot of mention of the criminal justice actors involved in 

discussing and negotiating domestic violence cases. This warrants a further examination 

and delineation of exactly who the actors are and what their assigned roles are within the 

entire criminal justice system. Their assumed roles or their expressed roles may vary, 

however they each have a formal prescribed role as part the institution as a whole. It 

seems appropriate that the actors be separated into two categories that better describe 

their roles: the leading cast and the supporting cast. 

The Leading Cast 
 
 As with any theatrical performance or movie, there is always a leading cast of 

actors present throughout the whole performance and responsible for delivering a 

performance that conveys the main message(s) of the performance. The leading cast often 
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has to deliver a convincing performance to the audience in order for the performance to 

be considered a success. For the purposes of this thesis, the leading cast refers to 

prosecutors and defense attorneys. It is, therefore, important to elaborate on what their 

roles are.  

According to the National Center for Victims of Crime website, prosecutors and 

defense attorneys can be defined as 

- prosecutors: represent the state or federal government (not the 
victim) throughout the court process, review the evidence brought to 
them by law enforcement to decide whether to file charges or drop the 
case, present evidence in court, question witnesses, and decide (at any 
point after charges have been filed) whether to negotiate plea bargains 
with defendants. They have great discretion, or freedom, to make 
choices about how to prosecute the case. 
 
- Defense attorneys: defend the accused against the government's case 
and are ether hired by the defendant or (for defendants who cannot 
afford an attorney) they are assigned by the court (2012).  
 

 
The prosecutor may also be considered the protagonist, while the defense attorney may 

be considered the antagonist in the performance. This is not to suggest that one role is 

right and one role is wrong, however since the defense attorney represents the offender 

who has committed a crime, antagonist seemed to be an appropriate title for illustration 

purposes. The supporting cast, while not the lead actors, is part of the overall narrative 

necessary to bring the performance together. 

The Supporting Cast 
 
 The supporting cast of actors performs the task of assisting with the presentation 

and overall stage presence of the leading cast. For the purposes of this thesis, the 
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supporting cast includes police officers, probation officers, and victim advocates. Each of 

these actors brings forth vital information prosecutors and defense attorneys need in order 

to fully understand all of the mitigating and aggravating factors in a domestic violence 

case. The National Center for Victims of Crime defines police officers and probation 

officers as 

- police officers: take reports for crimes that happen, investigate 
crimes, gather and protect evidence, arrest offenders, give testimony 
during the court process, and conduct follow-up investigations as 
needed   
 
- Probation Officers (also known as Community Corrections 
Officers): supervise convicted offenders in jail, in prison, or in the 
community on probation or parole; prepare pre-sentencing reports 
with extensive background information about the offender to provide 
useful information for the judge at sentencing (2012)  

 
Victim advocates, or victim specialists as they are sometimes called, work with victims 

and provide information about the criminal justice process, their rights and 

responsibilities as a victim, accompany victims to court, and refer them to services and 

resources to address victims’ needs and concerns. As the participant observer in this 

study, my role is that of victim advocate since as I am employed as one within the 

prosecutor’s office. My job is that I not only advocate on behalf of the victims I work 

with but also help facilitate prosecution, which can conflict at times. Now that the actors 

have been identified, additional information regarding the logistics of the observations 

will be discussed. 

Logistics of Observations 
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 The stage, actors, and method of observation have all been identified and 

discussed at this point, however there are additional logistics that need to be addressed in 

order to gain a full understanding of the study. The observations took place over the span 

of two months during the summer of 2013. I only observed and took notes of interactions 

and discussions between the criminal justice actors in cases pertaining to domestic 

violence. All other cases being discussed were not included in this study and therefore the 

number of cases involving domestic violence is not high, because they are not the only 

types of cases the JDR court hears. Likewise, I was only able to make observations of 

domestic violence cases on days when I was already scheduled to attend court on a 

domestic violence case(s), an unrelated case, or present during the interaction and 

discussions involving domestic violence cases being handled by another victim advocate.  

 Over the course of two months, I was in JDR court a total of 14 days and was able 

to observe a total of 32 domestic violence cases, 21 of which were cases personally 

assigned to me and an additional 11 domestic violence cases assigned to other victim 

advocates. The shortest amount of time in JDR Court was 42 minutes with the longest 

amount of time being 3 hours and 19 minutes. The total amount of time spent in the 

meeting room was 22 hours and 36 minutes. These lengths of time include going to and 

from the courtroom, talking to victims, and observing and being a part of discussions in 

the meeting room. Sometimes I was in court for one domestic violence case and other 

times I had three domestic violence cases scheduled for court on the same day. For the 

additional cases observed that were assigned to other victim advocates, I was only able to 

observe one or two cases on a given day due to one of my cases being called into the 
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courtroom or having to return to the office. For the remaining business days, I was either 

in another court (General District Court or Circuit Court) or not in court at all. The 

observed interactions and discussions that occurred involving these 32 cases were 

documented and codified based on distinguishable patterns for later analysis.  
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RESULTS OF OBSERVATIONS 

At the conclusion of 14 business days of court observations during the two month 

timeframe, there were several patterns that emerged from the discussions and interactions 

that are of interest. The observations were separated into two main categories: front stage 

and back stage as first distinguished by Goffman (1956). The most common patterns will 

be discussed and later analyzed for its overall significance and contributions to a better 

understanding of the sociology of work, symbolic interaction, and interplay. First, the 

front stage patterns of domestic violence case discussions and interactions will be 

discussed.  

  

Front Stage Observations 
 
 Front stage refers to the interactions, behaviors, and demeanor of the actors that is 

both obvious and expressed in the image which they wish to portray to their desired 

audience. Therefore, the audience and the location of the interactions are important. The 

JDR court is a smaller court in comparison to the other jurisdictional courts. Sometimes 

referred to as the “family court,” there are only two courtrooms to limit the audience size 

most likely due to the sensitive nature of the cases and the fact that juveniles are 

sometimes the victims or offenders. As a result, there are no more than two prosecutors 

assigned to the court’s docket on a given day. Prosecutors rotate court assignments so 
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during There are, however, at least a dozen or so defense attorneys in court representing 

all types of cases under the JDR Court’s purview. The other actors that frequent the 

meeting room are police officers, victim advocates, and probation staff. There were 

upwards of four victim advocates, several police officers, and probation officers in and 

out of the meeting room at any given time. Victims and witnesses also enter the meeting 

room but only after invited in by the prosecutors or by victim advocates when the 

prosecutors have indicated they want to meet with the victims and witnesses to go over 

their testimony and ask what opinions or requests they have about the case (i.e. do they 

want to have contact with the offender, are they requesting restitution, etc.).   

Cases are scheduled on the Court’s docket in increments of 30 minutes by one 

judge and 15 minutes by the other judge. There were between two to four cases scheduled 

for the same time in each court, thereby creating the likelihood that the cases won’t be 

called at their designated time and not allowing the actors a significant amount of time to 

discuss cases. The Court’s protocols and time management of cases created an 

environment that dictated and impacted the amount of time the actors spend discussing 

each case. The following are the main patterns of interactions and discussions between 

the court actors that were observed. 

 

Meeting with the Supporting Cast 
 
 Thirty minutes prior to a case being scheduled on the Court’s docket, prosecutors 

rely on police officers, victim advocates, and probation officers for information about the 

victims, witnesses, and offenders for the cases they are individually assigned. The 
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prosecutors have files with the police report, written victim or witness statements, and 

other documentation (copies of subpoenas, bond condition paperwork, etc.) that they 

receive a couple of weeks in advance of the court date for which they will be assigned to 

JDR court. Despite having files, prosecutors relied on the actors for real-time and 

accurate information and to cross reference the information they received in person with 

information contained in the police report in order to check for any inconsistencies. 

Probation officers provided information to prosecutors in the event that an offender is 

before the court on a new charge and currently on probation for a previous charge.  

This vetting of information occurred routinely on the day of court. With cases 

scheduled for every 15 to 30 minutes, prosecutors requested brief synopses of the facts of 

the cases, the demeanor of the victims and witnesses, and what the victim may be asking 

for (i,e. jail time, restitution, contact, dropping of charges, etc.).  Depending on the nature 

of charges, the information received from the supporting cast was sufficient enough to 

then begin discussions and negotiations with defense attorneys. There is a built-in trust 

among the supporting cast and the prosecutors so that the information received is 

accepted as factual and truthful. Victim advocates had the most contact with victims after 

the offender is arrested and therefore had a good idea of what the victim will say in court 

and/or request of the prosecutor. Victim advocates were then used as an intermediary 

between the victim and prosecutor and were asked to relay plea offers to victims, on 

behalf the prosecutors, in order to gauge victim satisfaction with the offer. The likelihood 

of a prosecutor negotiating a case without first meeting with the victims or witnesses 

increased if: the court docket has a lot of cases scheduled for the same time, if the 



31 
 

prosecutor ended up going to trial on one or more cases, or if the victim expressed a 

disinterest in the case being prosecuted. The prosecutor represents the state, and in 

particular the community where the courthouse is located, and is considered a trained 

professional with extensive knowledge of the law. The prosecutor is the person who the 

defense attorney needs to persuade if they want them to take a more lenient approach on a 

case. This makes the prosecutor the most powerful actor in the relationship amongst all of 

the actors.  

Meeting with Victims and Witnesses 
 
 Prosecutors have the task of proving cases beyond a reasonable doubt and 

therefore rely not just on the supporting cast of actors but also the victims and witnesses. 

This is especially important if there is a likelihood that a case is going to trial. The 

information obtained from the victims and witnesses was then taken into consideration 

when crafting and justifying a plea agreement to a defense attorney. It was at this time 

that prosecutors decided whether to prosecute or not prosecute a case or “drop charges” 

as referred to by laymen. Although victims play a significant role in this relationship 

because the information they bring forth can be used to prosecute an offender, the 

prosecutors are under no obligation to drop charges if a victim or witness is 

uncooperative and they do not have to make a plea offer that is in line with a victim’s 

wishes. Despite prosecutors representing the overall best interest of the state and 

therefore the community, they still tried to make the court experience as positive an 

experience as possible for victims and witnesses. 
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 There were times when it was a good idea that prosecutors ensure that they met 

with victims and witnesses prior to the case being called. If the case involved several 

victims, witnesses, and police officers, multiple charges against the offender, or if one or 

more officers was unavailable for court, that was when prosecutors must meet with 

victims and witnesses. This tended to create a bit of a logistical problem because of the 

limited time allotted to discuss each case and settle on a plea agreement or take the case 

to trial. When prosecutors did meet with victims and witnesses they formally introduce 

themselves, may say something a little off topic to break the ice (i.e. “my sister’s name is 

Mary, too”), made continuous eye contact to express interest in what the victim has to 

say. They’ll went as far as apologize for them having to come to court or for waiting long 

to meet with them. The idea was to make victims and witnesses feel comfortable and 

therefore more likely to cooperate with the prosecution, despite the case being against 

someone the victims know and love. If a victim or witness was adverse or uncooperative, 

prosecutors did away with the niceties and took a hard-lined, stern, and matter of fact 

approach expressing their discontent and frustration. They even solicited the input of the 

police officer who responded to the scene to verify the victims’ statements at the time of 

the offense. This of course affected or influenced the prosecutor’s ability to negotiate a 

plea agreement because should the offer be rejected, an uncooperative victim or witness 

can be unpredictable on the stand and can jeopardize a prosecutor’s ability to obtain a 

guilty finding by the court.  

Meeting with Defense Attorneys 
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 The most contentious interactions occur between the two leading actors: the 

prosecutor and the defense attorney. While the roles each of them played were not 

supposed to be taken personally, their interactions at times were not just adversarial but 

heated. There was a sense that all case discussions should start from a point of 

negotiation versus preparation for a trial. This was evident when defense attorney after 

defense attorney would enter the meeting room and immediately ask the prosecutors for a 

synopsis of the facts of the case, the level of victim cooperation, and then ask “what do 

you have to offer?” What is interesting is the majority of the inquiry into the material 

facts of the case by both leading actors usually occurred for the first time on the day of 

court, sometimes less than 30 minutes before the case was expected to be called. This 

practice is ingrained in the culture of the negotiation process between prosecutor and 

defense attorney and doesn’t seem to bother any of the criminal justice actors the way it 

bothered and perplexed some victims, witnesses, and defendants.  

 The interaction between prosecutor and defense attorneys were usually 

professional and amicable until one or both actors expressed an unwillingness to 

negotiate a plea offer. Any statement made by a defense attorney questioning the 

credibility of the victim, witness, or police officer was met with indignation by the 

prosecutor. This often resulted in the prosecutor openly rebuking the actions of the 

offender via the defense attorney. This was done almost as if the defense attorney was 

also at fault for their client’s prior actions. It was not uncommon to hear statements such 

as “well if your client hadn’t come home drunk none of this would’ve happened” or 

“maybe your client should think twice about putting their hands on someone.” This 
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breakdown in negotiations often led prosecutors to rescind or threaten to rescind certain 

concessions contained in the plea agreement if it was apparent that the defendant, via the 

defense attorney, was not going to accept a plea offer. This sometimes occurred to the 

dismay of the victims and witnesses who so often do not want to testify at trial. 

 There appeared to be a difference in interactions between defense attorneys and 

prosecutors who were “friends” outside of the court, went to law school together, or who 

routinely exhibited fairness and honesty during plea negotiations. Generally speaking, the 

prosecutors exhibited a more adversarial relationship with defense attorneys with the 

Public Defender’s Office and defense attorneys who didn’t frequent the courthouse, 

perhaps because they were largely unknown and normally practiced in another 

jurisdiction. The strained working relationship with some of the defense attorneys led to 

less trust between the leading actors and stalled negotiations which directly impacted the 

defendant. There were a couple of instances where, if time permitted, the defense 

attorney would leave the meeting room and then come back and regroup with the 

prosecutor in the hopes of restarting negotiations after flared tempers had settled. 

Although what occurs on the front stage is useful in understanding the ways in which the 

various criminal justice actors interact in an effort to adjudicate domestic violence cases, 

backstage interactions are just as relevant to the overall stage presence. 

Back Stage Observations 
 
 The back stage is the area where actors are allowed to reveal their true intentions, 

feelings, fears, and opinions about a whole range of issues. The back stage expressions by 

the actors sometimes contradict their front stage actions because the role expectations 
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tend to vary as their audience varies. There is relevant information that can be gathered 

from back stage interactions that further explain the overall picture as it relates to the 

behaviors exhibited and the decisions made in domestic violence cases. Four reoccurring 

themes that emerged from the observations were: frustration with the courts and 

prosecutors’ office, indifference with cases, lack of trust among the actors, and unrelated 

discussions.  

Frustration with the Courts and Prosecutors’ Office 
 
 Once interviews with victims and witnesses have concluded and there are no 

longer discussions about cases on the court’s docket, there was time to discuss other 

matters. Since cases were often not called on schedule and defense attorneys needed time 

to relay offers to their clients, there was a lot of down time. The down time was not 

always afforded to prosecutors and defense attorneys who would be called into court for 

their cases which sometimes were called one after the other. The most common 

conversations that would take place in the meeting room dealt with frustrations with the 

courts and the prosecutors’ office. These conversations occurred mainly amongst police 

officers, victim advocates, and probation officers. When prosecutors were present, 

frustration with their office was not expressed openly. 

 The JDR Court was often referred to as “the black hole.” This phrase was coined 

to represent the court because of the unknown amount of time one would spend sitting 

around waiting for their case to be negotiated or called. The reason for the delays varied 

from the judge taking a break off the bench to defense attorneys stuck in a different 

courtroom to victims and witnesses running late. No matter the reason and no matter how 
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often delays occurred, the leading and supporting actors complained and vented about the 

court’s inability to efficiently process cases.  

Police officers often complained about working an overnight shift and being 

unable to go home because they had court scheduled three hours after their shift ended. 

Or the police officers would sometimes complain about having court scheduled on their 

days off (i.e. non court days) and then having to wait all morning for a case to be called. 

This would cause some of them to make statements such as “make them a good offer so 

they will take it”(told to a prosecutor), “I hope I don’t fall asleep driving home and 

crash,” or “next time I have plans on my day off and I receive a subpoena I’m calling out 

sick.” There were some whispers that the latter statement was not an uncommon 

occurrence among police officers. Police officers also complained about court cases 

getting continued without them being notified, resulting in them coming to court for no 

reason, especially since a vast majority of them would commute more than 30 minutes to 

come to court. Venting and complaining occurred for different reasons among the other 

actors.  

Prosecutors, defense attorneys, probation officers, and victims advocates took 

issue with the delays for different reasons. These actors often had no interest in being in 

court all day primarily because of the mounting paperwork and “desk work” that awaited 

them when they got back to the office. In the case of prosecutors and defense attorneys, 

they often complained about how being in court “all day” prevented them for preparing 

for their other cases, primarily felony cases and jury trials. Probation officers and victim 

advocates complained often about deadlines, office visits, and meetings that awaited 
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them and that time in lost in court was never taken into account in fulfilling their other 

duties. Prosecutors would make comments like “I should’ve switched court assignments 

today,” while defense attorneys would say things like “I still need to go see clients in jail” 

or “I have two cases on two different floors scheduled at the same time.”  These feelings 

of frustration were common amongst these actors and sometimes led to feelings of 

indifference about the cases they were handling. 

Indifference with Cases 
 
 Feelings of indifference involving cases had less to do with the cases themselves 

but having to be in court all day because of the cases scheduled. While different 

prosecutors had different temperaments and some didn’t mind being assigned to the JDR 

Court as much as others did, most of the prosecutors reached a point where they didn’t 

put as much effort into domestic violence cases as they normally would. For example, a 

prosecutor once had nine case files for the morning’s court docket, which is not an 

unusual amount of cases, of which five cases were domestic violence cases. After 

discussing the cases with the supporting cast of actors, and before meeting with victims 

and witnesses, the prosecutor prioritized cases based on severity of the incident and 

cooperation from the victim.  

This prioritization was not based on the order the time of the cases scheduled. 

However, this prioritization no longer mattered to this particular prosecutor because as 

soon as they were stuck in court on a trial and engaged in lengthy negotiations on a case, 

it became more important to resolve as many of the cases in a plea agreement as possible, 

including the other non-domestic violence cases. This is when all of a sudden hard-lined 
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negotiating was replaced with more concessions from the prosecutor, although not too 

many concessions so as not to “water down” the cases. In the event the prosecutor and 

defense attorney reached an impasse, they would request a joint continuance for the case 

to be continued on another day when they had more time and perhaps even more 

gumption. 

Feelings of indifference are for slightly different reasons when it comes to the 

supporting cast of actors. Probation officers expressed indifference in how the case 

involving their client was going to be resolved especially if their client was frequently in 

violation of the court’s order or if the plea agreement didn’t require a whole host of new 

court orders that needing monitoring, therefore creating more work for the probation 

officers. If cases ended up being continued probation officers would say “I’m here 

Monday through Friday so it doesn’t matter to me.” Victim advocates didn’t usually 

express indifference in how a case was being handled unless the victim showed 

indifference or wasn’t cooperative, or if the victim had been before the court involving 

the same offender a several occasions. In the latter example, the indifference seemed to 

be from more of “been there, done that” mentality and a sense of frustration that despite 

court intervention and referral to services, that the victims found themselves in the same 

situation again and again, despite having received trainings as to the psychology of 

domestic violence victims.  

Lastly, police officers expressed indifference due to a particular set of reasons. 

Since the police officers are first responders to the scene of a crime, they encounter the 

victim at a time of crisis. As such, police are in an emotionally charged and sometimes 
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hostile and dangerous environment which undoubtedly heightens their emotions as well. 

When the police officers come to court, and learn that a victim is recanting or minimizing 

the incident that took place, police officers openly expressed their discontent. They said 

things like “I spent four hours on that call” or “the victim was very clear about what 

happened that day and now they’re acting like they have amnesia?” The sense of 

contempt felt by the police officers shifted their focus to wanting to hurry up and get out 

of court and say things like “if they want to be with someone who beats them then so be 

it.” There was a sense that police officers felt more like referees in relationships than 

stewards against the social ill that is domestic violence. While all of the actors openly 

expressed their true feeling during back stage interactions, there was not always a sense 

of trust between the actors.  

Lack of Trust and Confidence Among the Actors 
 
 While all of the criminal justice actors share some things in common (i.e. going to 

court, discussing cases they’re assigned to, complaints about waiting around for court), it 

would not be accurate to say that there is a forged unity among the groups. Each of the 

actors is responsible for different components of the criminal justice system and has 

distinct roles and expectations they are expected to fulfill. Police officers have to enforce 

laws and ordinances, prosecutors attempt to hold offenders responsible to ensure general 

and specific deterrence; defense attorneys attempt to ensure their clients’ constitutional 

rights aren’t violated and the punishment fits the crime; victim advocates ensure victims 

are informed of their rights and are informed of each step of their case in criminal justice 

process; and probation officers ensure that offenders are abiding by the court’s orders and 
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held accountable when they don’t abide. As such, their point of view on the best way to 

handle cases was different, although they didn’t always openly express these differences 

to each other. 

 Prosecutors and defense attorneys expressed their differences about their solutions 

to a case as a part of the adversarial nature of their jobs. However, there are certain things 

that prosecutors didn’t express in the presence of defense attorneys: their lack of trust and 

confidence in the defense attorney. Based on these observations, the skepticism towards 

the defense attorneys didn’t raise issues of unethical behavior, but rather the defense 

attorney’s desire to speak with the victim in their case. It is completely legal for defense 

attorneys to want to speak to victims in their case as a way to directly hear the allegations 

and ask the victims how they think the case can best be resolved. The distrust the 

prosecutors have is dependent on who the defense attorney is and their concern came 

from a belief that certain defense attorneys will try to convince victims that the 

prosecutor’s plea offer is too harsh and will negatively impact the victim (especially if the 

victim intends on staying in a relationship with the offender). The prosecutors felt this 

was a way to undermine their case. The feelings of distrust felt on behalf of the defense 

attorneys could not be observed because they did not have those conversations in the 

meeting room, perhaps because they didn’t trust the other actors to keep what they said 

confidential. 

 Victim advocates expressed distrust with defense attorneys for the same reasons 

as the prosecutors, which make sense since advocates are trained to understand the cycle 

of violence in domestic violence cases. Advocates are well aware of the up and down 
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nature of domestic violence relationships and expressed feeling like defense attorneys 

would sometimes pray on victims’ vulnerability. However, like prosecutors, victim 

advocates understood that they couldn’t prevent defense attorneys from speaking to 

victims. Police officers were also distrustful of defense attorneys because they often felt 

attacked when defense attorneys questioned the way in which they handled a call. Even 

though it is the job of defense attorneys to ensure their clients’ rights weren’t violated, 

police officers would often get sarcastic and passive aggressive with the defense 

attorneys. The more questions defense attorneys asked about the case, the more the police 

officers grew frustrated and said things like “your client’s actions are the reason why I 

showed up; I didn’t knock on their door looking for someone to arrest.” This interaction 

relayed a lack of confidence in the police officers, most likely because offenders were 

telling their attorney a different account of what happened. On a couple of occasions 

prosecutors expressed a lack of confidence in the investigative and evidence collection by 

some police officers, but it was only directed at two officers I observed who the 

prosecutors characterized as lazy and therefore made proving their case that much harder. 

What is was evident during these observations, was that all of the actors were conscious 

of when they could discuss certain things openly dependent upon the actors in the 

meeting room. While observations focused on the interactions between the actors 

involved with domestic violence cases, the large amounts of down time allowed for 

discussions of non-court related topics.   

Unrelated Discussions 
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 The most common discussions to take place among all of the court actors 

occurred when their individual roles no longer mattered. The unrelated conversations 

were a refreshing take on the back stage interactions that weren’t so serious. It was during 

these times that there was more cohesiveness among the court actors which seemed to 

reduce the tension that resulted from plea negotiations. Unrelated conversations included 

conversations about the weather, sports, travel plans, family, and funny stories about 

other crime scenes the police officers responded to. These conversations took place not 

only to fill dead air but also as a form of socialization since the actors spent a lot of time 

together in the meeting room waiting for their cases to be called.  

 Unrelated conversations typically involved funny stories about other scenes the 

police offices reported to. These conversations were often referred to as the “world’s 

dumbest criminals” and was an invitation for even the newest or shiest police officers to 

feel welcome to engage in conversation. It was also an icebreaker whenever silence 

would befall the meeting room after an uncomfortable or tense conversation. The meeting 

would become amateur comedy hour with everyone trying to one-up each other for the 

story of the world’s dumbest criminal.  Conversations were more subdued when 

discussing topics of weather, travel plans, and family. These conversations were 

considered more of small talk and usually didn’t illicit any strong reactions or opinions. 

The actors would often swap stories about worthwhile vacation spots, pending storms or 

abnormal warm weather, or their child’s latest accomplishments (.i.e. first steps, riding a 

bike, honor roll. etc.). Most of the actors are parents so any conversations about family 

created group discussions. 
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 The only topic that created discord was that of sports teams because the actors 

debated athlete and team stats, fantasy team standings, reasons why their team is the best. 

Conversations would become heated but in a competitive way versus a right or wrong 

way. Anyone outside walking past the meeting room might think that there’s a real 

argument going on about a criminal case. These debates involved some actors more than 

others, but were not exclusive to the male actors as some may assume. The unrelated 

conversations were as much of a common practice as the plea negotiations were and 

expressed a different side to the criminal justice actors than the general public will get an 

opportunity to see.  As a result, all of the conversations that take place in the meeting 

room shed light on Goffman’s work on front back stage presentation of oneself.  
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ANALYSIS 

 The criminal justice system and all of the actors that work within in must perform 

various roles as a routine part of their day. The actors have to interact with and perform in 

front of their co-workers, their bosses, the community, and other actors in other agencies 

and departments. This thesis focused on how the actors interact and present amongst one 

another for the purposes of adjudicating and negotiating domestic violence cases. While 

the front stage performances involved interactions and discussions that were to be 

expected (i.e. meeting with victims, gathering information, negotiating plea agreements), 

the back stage interactions provided insight into the underpinnings of the motivations, 

values, and beliefs of the actors.  

 The front stage interactions illustrated that the actors held their designated roles in 

high regard and interacted in the way that served the best interests of their role. The 

prosecutors relied on the police officers, victim advocates, and probation officers to 

provide them with enough information to appear fully informed of the case before they 

engaged in negotiations. That is not say that victim and witness input wasn’t necessary or 

of value, but that the built in trust with the supporting cast of actors was sufficient enough 

to confidently relay a plea offer to defense attorneys. This condensed and concise way of 

adjudicating cases was accepted among defense attorneys who also assumed the process 

would start off with negotiations surrounding plea offers and would be somewhat thrown 
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off by cases that went to trial. This is in line with statistics that show an overwhelmingly 

majority of criminal cases result in a plea agreement. The observations suggest that this 

institutionalized approach to adjudicating cases does not suggest that there’s complete 

agreement over the merits of the cases or the way in which it should be resolved, as was 

most evident between interactions between prosecutor and defense attorney. What also 

arose from the observations is that the prosecutors and supporting cast portrayed more of 

a united front in the presence of defense attorneys and victims, when victims were 

brought into the meeting room. The prosecutors, police officers, and victim advocates 

exhibited the team presentation that Goffman talked about. They believed that they were 

working toward a common goal and that was hold offenders accountable. Probation 

officers were more impartial, although they could come and out of the team depending on 

the circumstances. Defense attorneys were never quite able to integrate themselves into 

the team, but it doesn’t detract from the fact that defense attorneys are part of the overall 

team and representation of the criminal justice system for better or worse.  While there is 

probably little that is surprising about these front stage interactions, the back stage 

interactions provide additional insight into the true feelings and opinions of the actors. 

 Goffman referred to the backstage presentation of oneself as a place where 

individuals are free from the expectations and constraints of their front stage 

presentations (1956). The conversations that took place in the meeting room without the 

presence of victims and witnesses, and sometimes defense attorneys, indicated that there 

were schisms in the presented united front. Prosecutors and defense attorneys, while 

agreeing that a plea agreement was preferred to going to trial, did not always agree on the 
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terms of the negotiation, which revealed the true feelings of the other actors. Feelings of 

being inconvenienced, overworked, and jaded by victim recantation impacted the actors’ 

views on the work they do. Court delays and time waiting in the meeting room only 

added to the actors’ frustrations. The silver lining in the backstage presentations was that 

it allowed time for these actors to vent, relieve stress, and perhaps most importantly 

socialize.  

 The conversations unrelated to domestic violence that occur back stage are not 

unique in content, except for conversations about the world’s dumbest criminals, but are 

just as important to the conversations related to the court cases. The courtroom actors 

perform fast-paced, intense, and highly stressful tasks in their everyday jobs. The 

decisions they make every day not only impact their jobs but the lives of the citizens they 

come into contact with. One mistake or poorly made decision can have unintended, far 

reaching consequences, thereby requiring that all of the actors perform at a highly 

competent level during their front stage presentation.  

No one in the criminal justice system, including those that operate outside of the 

courtroom, wants to appear incompetent, because it jeopardizes the integrity and 

credibility of the institution as a whole. That is not to say that mistakes aren’t made, but 

what the unrelated conversations do is humanize the actors so that when a mistake is 

made the consequences have the potential to be buffered by knowledge of their true 

selves by other actors (.i.e. Officer X must have accidentally forgot to read the defendant 

their Miranda rights because they would never intentionally do that). Another effect of 

unrelated discussion can occur when someone walks past the meeting room during a 
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debate over the greatest basketball player of all time and think that the actors are in 

meaningful discussions on a case. What the unrelated conversations illustrate is that 

socializing in the meeting room is just as important as discussing and negotiating cases, 

the same way that socializing in school is just as important as learning in school. Both the 

front and back stage presentations provide useful information to the overall discussion on 

symbolic interaction, group interplay, and presentation of oneself. 
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CONCLUSION 

There are many conclusions that can be drawn from the front and back stage 

presentations among the criminal justice actors. These interactions and discussion have a 

clear impact on what they think about their roles and most important how effectively they 

perform their roles. The dramaturgical account described by Goffman can be applied to 

any institution and is perhaps more compelling in institutions where the stakes are high 

and the consequences great should true beliefs and intentions be revealed and mistakes be 

made. The criminal justice system is one such institution because of the long lasting 

impact it can have on victims and witnesses and because it can take away a person’s 

freedom. It is just as important to recognize that the actors that work within the criminal 

justice system have to navigate and negotiate their different roles which sometimes 

conflict with one another. A delicate balancing act is crucial in not overstepping 

boundaries or failing to meet expectations which can also discredit the work of the 

individual actor, the group, or the institution as a whole.  

While this thesis looked into the discussions and negotiations that occurred in the 

meeting room in the JDR Court, there is more research and observations that would prove 

beneficial to the overall discussion of front and back stage presentations. The exclusive 

access to the meeting room when no “outsiders” were present (victims, witnesses, and 

offenders) was only able to occur because this researcher is a part of the supporting cast 
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in the capacity of a victim advocate. There was lot of information to glean over and 

dissect, but even more information could’ve been gathered if it included all cases heard 

by the JDR Court, for a longer period of time, it there were follow up interviews with the 

various actors, or it was compared to the meeting rooms in the General District Court and 

Circuit Court. Since these observations took place in one city over a two month period, it 

would interesting and beneficial to compare it to other jurisdictions as the culture in 

which those courts operate may vary. Likewise, an observation of the courtroom actors 

by someone not part of the leading or supporting cast may prove difficult but may also 

yield valuable patterns unobserved by this researcher who is part of the supporting cast. 

In conclusion, this thesis is merely an attempt at observing the front and back stage 

presentation of actors in a particular institution and should hopefully encourage similar 

research and further discussion of the overall influence and impact of the presentation of 

self on everyday activities. 
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