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INTRODUCTION 

Erving Goffman (1974) in his book Frame Analysis1 discusses a 
variety of concepts ~uch as frames, primary frameworks, transforma
tions and kcyings; these are the ones 1 will use to analyze a trial 
tclevised on "The People's Courr". This type of analysis is important 
because it may help rhe participants in a trial frame their accusation 
or defense properly; by propcrly 1 mean well organized and in a way 
which meets the 'requiremcnts' or expectations of a well founded 
accusation or defense before a judge in the courtroom. Before dis
cussing how 1 have used the concepts presented by Goffman, the 
readcr must be provided with background information about the 
tdevision program itsclf :.md the trial analyzcu in this paper. The 
notion of primary frameworks presentcd later is my departing point. 
Then, 1 shall proceed with the discussion of frames, where 1 will 
discuss the definition givcn by Goffman, and present the various 
Icvels of frames 1 have been able ro find in rhe presentarion of rhis 
legal case. After that, I will discuss wherher th is case is a transforma
tion and if so, what ir keys. Finally, 1 will conclude by summarizing 
what 1 have done and by pointing out the importancc of this type of 
analysis in cases likc the one 1 partially analyze here. Partiall)' 
because rhis is by no means a complete microanalysis; it is not 
¡nrended as sueh. 

1. Since all the quotations in this paper come from Goffman's Frame Analysis (1974), 
1 wilJ hereafter indicate only the pagcs from where 1 quotc. 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

a) The television program 

The program is shown daiIy, except on weekends, in Washing
ton, n.e. and Virginia, and is organized the following wa}'. The host 
of the program gives the name of the pIaimiff as he enters the court
room and telIs what the pIaintiff is accusing for, including the amount 
(Jf mone)' he is suing for; a second Iater the defendant is shown, aIso 
as he cnters me room, the host of the program tclIs his namc and 
gi\'es a statement summarizing what the defendant is going to c1aim. 
Once thev are in the room (the audience is alreadv there), the came
ras show' both the defendant and the plaintiff,' wh ¡le the host or' 
annoum:er of the television program presents a summary of the case. 
After this, the following textis shown on the screen,at thesame 
time that is read by someone different from the t.V; host, rhc reading 
of this text has been pre-recorded. 

Wbat you are witnessing is real. 
Tbe participants are not actors. 
Tbey are actuallitigants witb a 
case pending in a California 
Municipal C;ourt. 
Botbparties bave agreed to dismiss 
tbeir court cases and bave tbeir 
dispute settle bere 
in our forum 
THE PEOP LE 'S COU R T 

Later, the judge walks out of a room in the back of the court
room and the proeess begin·s. When the judgl: takes a recess just 
befare giving his decision, he goes back to the room in the back, and 
eommercials plus newsbricfs are presented. A few minutes later; 
rhey present the judge aIready in the courttoom to give his decision. 
After the case is closed, the host of the program waits for the defcn
Jant and the plaintiff outside the room to ask them one ar two 
ljuestions, mainly how they feel about the decisioll, what are they 
going to do next, cte. Then, he immeJiatcly announces the next 
case. Two cases an.: presented each da}' in a half hour periodo The 
same routine is followed: iritroduction of the litigants, the casc,ete. 



Levels oC frames in 1he People's Court 

At the end of the second case, the following text is shown, 

Both the plaintiff and the defendant 
have been paid from a fund for their 
appearance. The amount, if any, awarded 
in the case is deducted from that fund, 
and the remainder is divided equally 
between both litigants. The amount of the 
fund is dependent upon the size of the 
judgement 

b) The case 
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The situation in tRis case may be summarized as follows. A 
young man, Mr. Clark, accuses his iandlord, Mr. Laredo, of threaten
ing him bodily harmed several times, of kicking in his car doors, of 
trauma and harassment. He makes severa) unsuccessful attempts to 
sue for the trauma and harassment his family and especially his mo
ther had suffered, but the judge does not allow him to do it arguing 
that he is the on)y one named in the complaint. Mr. C)ark brings his 
brother as a witness who tries to support his accusations, but does 
not succeed. On the other hand, the defendant admits he threátened 
the plaintiff by rasing a fist, but only after the former jumped into 
his face as if he were going to hit him. Mr. Laredo denies he has 
caused any damage to Mr. Clark's car and complains the plaintiff and 
his family get excited when he tries to teH them something. He also 
brings a witness, his wife, who gives a story similar to her husband's. 
Finally, the judge defines what an assault is and considers that the 
threat that Mr. Clark has complained about is not an assault. He 
then decides that Mr. Laredo had just cause to threaten to hit Mr. 
Clark if he jumped in his face. The judge considers Mr. Clark does 
not have any evidence that his car was vandalized and damaged and 
decides in favor of the defendant. 

Primary Frameworks 

A primary framework is, according ta Goffman (p. 21), "one 
that is seen as rendering what would otherwise be a meaningless 
aspect of the scene inta something that is meaningful". It seems, 
then, that primary frameworks provide meaning to aspects of a scene. 
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A few lines down on the same page (21) Goffman describes what a 
primary framework allows the user to do, "to locate, perceive, 
idcntify, and label a seemingly infinite number of occurrences 
defined in its terms". Whether he uses a 'number of occurrences' to 
refer to an aspect of the scene is difficult to telI. Later on, he writes 
(p. 24), "We tend to perceive events in terms of primary frameworks, 
and the type of framework we employ provides a way of describing 
the events to which ir is applied". He refers to 'events' instead of 
'aspects of a scene' or 'concrete occurrences defined in its terms'. To 
me, a number of scenes make up an event, but it is not cIear if 
'occurrences defined in its terms' are the same as scenes, or aspects of 
a scene. Since it might be risky to use sorne of these interchangeabIy 
without misinterpretations, 1 will define the televised courtroom 
session to be anaIyzed here as an event and labeI it a trial. 

Frames 

Before referring to the frames 1 have bcen able to identify on 
th is occasion, I must give the definition Goffman uses (p. 10-11). 

1 assume tbat definitions ofa situation are built up in accordance 
witb principIes of organization wbicb govem events -at least 
social ones- and our subjective involvement in tbem; frame is 
tbe word 1 use to refer to sucb of tbese basic elements as 1 am 
able to identify. Tbat is my definition of frame. 

His definition might be interprcted as follows: frame are 
principIes of organization which govern events and our subjective 
invoIvement ('these basic elements') in these events and which define 
a situation·. To avoid confusion, situation and event will mean the 
same in this paper, and instead of referring tu principIes of organiza
tion, J will talk about levels of organization or frames. 

I will show that there are several frames or levels of organiza
tion in the event, or situation, I recorded; these levels of organization 
include the television frame, the event itself, and the main partici
pants: the judge, the plaintiff, and the defendant. Even though there 
are witnesses, one for the defendant and one for the plaintiff, their 
participation will not be analyzed in this event becausc of time and 
space restrictions. Nevertheless, I think they represent two additional 
Icvels of frames. 
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THE TELEVISION FRAME 

In this particular case, this leve! of organization fulfilIs a special 
function: to transport the event itsclf as it devclops to a variety of 
places away from the courtroom so that viewers who otherwise 
would not have a chance to watch it in person, thar is, at the place 
where it occurs, may still watch it. Th is leve! of organization involves 
not onl)' showing what happens in the courtroom, but also other 
things not rclated to the event such as commercials. These are insert
ed after the plaintiff and the defendant enrer rhc courtroom and 
whilc rhe judge rakes a recess to prepare his decision. This frame 
allows for an addirional audience because the evenr takes place 
beforc a líve audience. This 1evcl of organizaríon also involves the 
presentarion of the participants before the cameras, an introduction 
uf rhe casc ar hand, whar it ís abour, and a couple of questions by 
rhe tclevision host for the plaintiff and the defendanr as rhey lcave 
the courtroom at the end uf the session. Fina!!y, ir involves the 
presentation of messages on the screen. 

An interesting aspect of the television frame is that it shows the 
audiencc in the courtroom to another audience, those before the t.v. 
set; a peculiar aspect nor presenr in the thcatrical frame, at leasr as 
Goffman presents it, an perhaps unrhinkable before the invenrion of 
movies and telcvision. 

THEEVENTFRAME 

1'h is leve! of organization shares a few features with the theatrical 
frame. One of the characteristics of the theatrical frame is perfor
mance, which Goffman defines (p. 124) as follows. 

A performance, in the restricted sense in whicb 1 shall now use 
the term, is that arrangement which transforms an individual 
into a stage performer, the latter, in tum, being an object that 
can be looked at in the round and at length without offense. 
and lo oked to far engaging behavior, by persons in an "audience" 
role. 

Thc main partlclpants, who 1 ha\"c identífieJ as rhe juJge, the 
plaintiff and rhe defendant can bc looked at in rhe rou nd and at 
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lenght without offense by the live audience before which the event 
takes place. In this sense, the participants are stage performers. 
Furthermore, these stage performers plus the audience are before 
the television cameras and are, therefore, part of the television show 
which has another audience: those who watch it. One noticeable 
difference is that the audience in the courtroom can look at any of 
the participants and other members of the audience at any time, 
while those who watch from the television set are completely 
dependent on the camera creWj what they focus on at one time is all 
television viewers can actually watch. 

Another characteristic of the theatrical frame with respect to 
the performance is the physical arrangement which Goffman, on 
page 124, describes 

A Une is ordinarily maintained between a stagíng area wbere tbe 
performance proper occurs and an audience regíon wbere tbe 
watcbers are located. Tbe central understanding is tbat tbe 
audience bas neitber tbe rigbt nor tbe obligation to participa te 
directly in tbe dramatic actíon occurring on tbe stage. 

The audience in the courtroom is located in an area different 
from where the performers are and does not participate in the action 
engaged in by the main participants. On the other hand, the audience 
before the television set share not having the right nor rhe obligation 
to participate in the drama tic action occurring on the stage. Goffman 
(p. 125) mentions thac, "At certain junctures the audience can openly 
give applause to the performers, receiving bows or the equivalent in 
return". However, this did not happen in this eventj it is not even 
expected in this type of. situation, nor are the main participants 
expected to bow. Since this event shares sorne fcatures with the 
theatrical frame, it is in a way a performance j what kind is somewhat 
difficult to specify. Goffman explains (p. 125) that performances 
can be classified according to their purity. He mentions that, "Dra
matic scriptings, nightclub acts, personal appearances of various 
sorts, the ballet, and much of orchestral music are pure". The event 
analyzed here does not fit any of these, in part because there is no 
script. The reason Goffman uses the term 'personal' is, as he puts it 
(p. 125), "because the performer typically supplies his own scenery 
and props, and no prior agenda need be present to obligate the 
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individual to perform". Then, this event cannot be classified as a 
personal appearance because once a complaint has been filed, the 
participants have to appear before the judge; besides, the complaint 
which has been filed constitutes an agenda or part of one, and the 
discussion will be based on what has been filed as a complaint. 

Contexts or matches make up the next category Goffman 
distinguishes. On page 125, he explains, "The players, then, must 
eonvincingly act as though something were at stake beyond the 
entertainment of those who are watching them". However, the 
purpose of the main participants is to find a legal solution to their 
dispute, not to entertain the audience. Therefore. they do not have 
to 'act as though something were at stake'. 

Other types of pérformances are per~onal ceremonies such as 
weddings and funerals which are less pure, according to Goffman 
(p. 126). Needless to say the event in the courtroom is far from 
being part of this type of performance. 

"Lectures and talks provide a very mixed class in regard to 
performance purity, in brief, a variable mixture of instruction 
... and entertainment" (p. 126). Even though the audience may 
learn something by attending a session like the one 1 have been 
referring to, it is not meant to provide instruction nor entertainment. 

To conclude with the prcsentation of th is leve! of organization, 
1 must say it is difficult ro classify this type of televised event in 
terms of purity, at least according to the categories Goffman distin
guishes. At this point, all 1 may say is that this event shares sorne of 
the features a performance has. 

A very important part of this situation is what 1 have been 
referring to as the main participants, each contributing from a 
different perspective to the general organization of the event; for this 
reason I consider they represent, through the role they play, other 
levels of frames or organization within a more global frame which 
is the event itse!f. 1 will present each one immediately. 

THEJUDGE 

The judge represents another level of organization within the 
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cvent; without him the trial could not takc place. The role he plays 
is \'ery important becausc he is the one who lcads the discussion; 
what he does, and what, 1 suppose, is cxpected to do is what 1 am 
going to show now. 

First, hc informs the plaintiff he has read his complaint. 

Judgc: 1 have rcad your complaint, sir. 

Th is is thc only time when the judge gi"es sorne type of information, 
from herc on he rcquests information from the other participants; 
this is the expccted bchavior from a judgc in this type of situation. 
Then, his first question, line 2, confirms he has rcad the complaint. 

2 Judge: You claim that yoilr CJr was vandalized? 

3 Mr. Clark: Yes sir. 

()ne of the roles at this levd of organization is the asking of ques
tions in search of specific information to loeate, in, time, the action 
about which the plaintiff complains; line4 isan example. 

-+ Judge: Whcn was this done? 

IIO\vevcr, lhe judge does not obtain thc answcr he was looking for, as 
we can see from lines 5 to 8. 

5 Mr. Clark; WelI, the vandalizing was just reccntly but 

6 the trauma 

7 and the harassment that we had to put up with 

8 was since we moved in 

'Recently' (Iine 5) is not the answer the judge wasexpecting; he 
wanted the date ,(later on 1 will-support tbis claim); on the other 
hand, he was rcferring ro the vandalizing of Mr. Clarl<\ car; not to 
trauma ami harassment wh ich Mr. Clark introduces (lines 6 and 7) 
without beirig questioned about them. For this reason, the judge 
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employs a tag question to confirm that Mr. Clark is not suing for 
trauma and narassment, lines 9 and 10. 

9 Judge: Oh you're not suing for tauma and harassment, are 

10 you? 

However, Mr. Clark answers that th<; majority of the suit is in faer 
for punarive damages, lines 11 and 12, eomplaint whieh the judge 
aeeepts by asking the question on line 13. 

11 Mr. Clark: Oh I'm suing 'for pun punative damagcs, also 

12 in faet that's the majority of rhe suit 

13 Judge: Punative damages for what? 

Even though one of the roks in th is frame is tu kccp sorne type of 
logieal sequence in the discussion of topies, the judge has failed ro 
imposc it, in faet it is the plaintiff who is kading the choice of 
topies, starting on linc 6. Besides, on line 7, Mr. Clark introduces a 
new element in the discussion, we, which rhe judge disattends and 
\vhich the plaintiff specifies on linc 14: my family anal. 

14 Mr. Clark: For the trauma that my family and 1 had to go 

15 through 

1 ó for the time we've lived thcre 

The judgl.·, \vho has not been abk to go hack ro his original qucstion 
to find out when the car was vandalizcd Oines 2 and 4), implicitly 
agrees to follow the plaintiff's choiCt, of topics by asking what was 
done ro him, line 18. 

17 Judge: When did that 

1 ~ ""har did rhey do to vou? 

19 Mr. Clark: O.K. whcn Wl' firs! Illo\"vd il! (?) 
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After this, the judge starts re-organizing his performance by trying to 
find out who Mr. Clark is suing for, lines 20 and 21, because, accord
ing to the record, he is the only one named in the complaint, lines 23 
to 26. 

20 Judge: Are you suing for 

21 yourself now or you're suing for your family? 

22 Mr. Clark: For my family (?) property 

damage to my car 

23 Judge: You're the only person 

24 you 're the only person 

25 you 're the only person 

26 named in the complaint 

After this, the judge insists that Mr. Clark cannot sue for his family, 
lines 35 and 36, only for himself if he was harassed, lines 37 and 38. 

35 Judge: Well, harassment to your family you cannot suc 

36 for, sir, 

37 for yourself you could 

38 if you were if you were harassed, 

39 is that what your claiming? Your person? 

On line 40, the judge finds out that the plaintiff was harassed and 
overtly expresses that harassment is the topic they are going to start 
with, line 42. 

40 Mr. Clark: Ves 1, 1 personally was harassed also 
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41 Judge: Al! right 

42 lct's start with the harassmcnt 

43 When did that first happen? 

1 claimed that the judge expeeted a speeifie date when he asked 
when the ear was vandalized, lines 2 and 4 above, and to support 
this claim, 1 will show a similar situation. The judge asks when the 
harassment started, line 43, but Mr. Clark's answer is vague, line 45, 
(he is not giving the judge rhe speeifie date) ; rhen the judge asks, 
"When was that" but immediately rephrases rhe question asking 
explieitly for the date, line 47. 

43 Judge: When did that first happen? 

44 Mr. Clark: O.K. 

45 When 1 first moved in 

46 1 was a friend of rhc 

-t7 Judge: When was that? What's the date? 

Another funetion the judge has is to try to find out what has hap
pened to the plaintiff, line 52, who is suing for harassment: for exam
pIe, if he has suffered physieal injuries, lines 52 and 56. 

52 Judge: What did he do to you? 

56 Did you suffer any physicalinjury? 

Another function reserved to the judge is to classify the infor
mation givcn in a response, linc 73. At this point, he was rcferring to 
the plaintiff's mention of the Renter's Assoeiation and what his kase 
states, ¡ines 69 to 71, in relation to the additional sum of money he 
was required to pay lor his apartment. 

69 Mr. Clark: No 1 didn't the Rcnter's Association said 1 
didn't 
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70 

71 

72 Judge: 

73 
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llave to and in my lease 

it states that 

AH right 

it's a civil matter 

The judge considers that this matter about the lease is civil and 
decides to leave it aside. Once the judge has defined what the 
plaintiff may complain about, he proceeds to teH him who is a part}" 
lo the action and who is not, line 85. Mr. Clark, once again includes 
his mother whcn he is supposcd to sue for himsdf and not his family, 
linc 82, and the judge reminds him she does not have anything to do 
with this. 

81 Mr. Clark: four times 

82 m)' mother's had to step in front of this man 

83 prottct me from ... (?) 

84 Judge: 

85 

Sir 

your mother is not a part)' to this acrion. 

Another important role of the judge is to ask the plaintiff if he 
has an)' evidence to prove what he claims others have done to him. 
For example, Mr. Clark claims that the defendant, Mr. Laredo, had 
threatene(ho kick in the side of his car, line 180. 

180 Mr. Clark: and he rhrearened to kick in the side of the caro 

Then, the plaintiff explains that the next morning when he 
\Vent to the car, line 185, the side of the car was kicked in linc 195. 

185 Mr. Clark: Now rhe ncxt morning when 1 went down to 
rhe car 

186 to use it for work bccause 1 use the car for 
work 
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187 

188 

189 Judge: 

190 

191 Mr. Clark: 

192 

193 Judge: 

194 

195 Mr. Clark: 

196 

197 

198 

1 'm a delivery man 

The side of the car 

This is a different car? 

this is a diffcrent. .. 

No this is the same car your 
honor 

this is the M.G. 

same car 

sidc of the car was kicked in 

Thc side of the car was 
kicked in 

there looked like therc had becn one attempt 
that 

he tried to kick in the door 

but failed becausc 

At his point, then, the judge asks Mr. Clark if he has any evidence 
that Mr. Laredo did this, lines 199 to 200. 

199 Judge: You have any evidence 

that he's the one 

200 who did th is? 

Another function reserved to the judge is to stop anyone from 
talking unless asked too For example, the judgc points out, lincs 264 
to 266, to Mr. Clark's brother, a witness, that his recollcctioll is 
different from his urother's in relatian to the thrcat hy Mr. I.:m·do lo 
kick his car. 
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264 ]udge: 

265 

266 

Jorge Arturo Quellilda 

But you don't agree with your brother as to 

what he said that he threatened to kick in the 

caro 

There is a five-second silence because the witness did not know what 
tu respond, and Mr. Clark, without being questioned, chooses to talk, 
I íne 267; however, the judge asks him to wait because his brother has 
not answered his question, lines 268 to 271. [silence: .05] 

267 Mr. Clark: It could have been when he went to the back 

268 ]udge: 

269 

270 

271 

Wait wait 

a minute (?) he hasn't finished 

answering my question 

he's looking here for every which way 

but he's not answering my question. 

Finally, deciding when to take a recess, line 383, to prepare his 
decision, line 384, is something which can be done by the judge onl}'; 
no other participant is allowed to do this. 

383 ]udge: 

384 

Uh we take a short recess 

1'11 come baek and gi\'e you my deeision ... 

His decision favors the defendant, line 421. 

421 ]udge: ]udgment for the defendant. 

To summarize this section, 1 have claimed that this frame which 
have labeled 'the judge' is different from other levels of organiza

tíon within the e\'ent itself because of the roles or functions defined 
here. I han: stated that the following actions are reserved to the 
judge only, ami 1 have providcd examples to illustrate each: leading 
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the discussion during the trial, requesting information, general and 
specific, .to insist on specific dates, to follow sorne type of sequence 
in the discussion of the actions, to decide which aspect of the com
plaint to take first, requesting evidence, classifying information given 
to him, deciding who is a party to an action and who is not, who 
should t~lk and when, and finally to take a recess and decide in favor 
of either the defendant or the plaintiff; in this case his decision favor
ed the defendant. 

The plaintiff represents another leve! of organization within the 
event; this constitutes another frame which 1 will discuss next. 

THE PLAINTIFF 

Equally important for the development of a trial is the presence 
of a plaintiff. His role differs from the judge's but his contribution 
to the trial is essential. His basic function is to present a coherent 
complaint plus evidence to support what he claims others have done 
to him. He does not ask any questions; the judge asks them. 1 will 
concentrate here on what the plaintiff presents and not on the 
questions asked by the judge to avoid unnecessary repetition of what 
1 presented aboye. 

·1 mentioned that one of the roles played by the plaintiff is to 
present a cohercnt complaint; however, he fails to accomplish this in 
this situation. The judge asks one thing and he answers another as 
we can see on lines 3 and 5 to 8. 

2 Judge: Vou claim that your car was vandalized? 

3 Mr. Clark: Ves sir 

4 Judge: When was this done? 

5 Mr. Clark: Well, the vandalizing was just recently but 

6 the trauma 

7 and the harassment that we had to put up with 
was 
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8 since we moved in 

Instead of answering exactly when his car was vandalized, he starts 
talking about the trauma and the harassment he and his family 
presumably had to go through, lines 6 and 7 aboye, something the 
judge did not ask him. On the other hand, when the judge asks if he 
is suing for his family or himself, lines 20 to 21, he answers that it is 
for his family, and property damage to his car, line 22. 

20 Judgc: Are you suing for 

21 yourself now or you're suing for your family 

22 Mr. Clark: For my family (?) property 

damagc to my car 

However, he is the only one named in the complaint, as the judge 
clarifies on lines 23 to 26. 

23 Judge: 

24 

25 

26 

y ou 're the only person 

you 're the only person 

you're the only person 

named in the complaint 

It does not make sense to answer that the does not know why, if he 
is the only one named in the complaint. Nevertheless, that is what 
Mr. Clark answers on line 27. 

27 Mr. Clark: Vh, 1 don't know why that's (?) 

However, headmits he filed the complaint, line 31. 

31 Mr. Clark: 1 filed the complaint 

There is no coherence between the original complaint he filed and 
what he is suing for now. Besides, it is nonsense to admit having 
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filed a complaint and then saying that he does not know why he is 
the only one named in the complaint. This is his first mistake. 

Another aspect of his complaint is that the landlord, Mr. Lare
do, tried to force him to pay additional money when he first moved 
in, lines 53 to 55. 

52 Judge: What did he do to you? 

53 Mr. Clark: Well he 's tricd to force me into paying nine 

54 hundred and twenty-five dollars in addition 

55 to what 1 had to when 1 moved in 

He also complains that he was required to pay other additional ~ums, 
lines 59 to 66. 

59 Mr. Clark: while then 1 was rcquired to pay an 

60 additional two hundred to that as a deposit 

61 and then a month later 

62 he tried to get me to pay an additional two 

63 hundred dollars 

64 and then the following month he tried to get 

65 me to pay seven hundred and twenty five 

66 dollars for last month's rent . 

Howcver, when the judgc asks him if he paid any of these sums, lines 
67 to 68, he answers negativcly and tries to ex plain why, lines 69 to 
71, but he is interruptcd by the judge on line 72. 

64 Mr. Clark: and then the following month he tried to get 
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65 me to pay seven hundred and twenty five 

66 doHars for last month 's rent 

67 Judge: did you pay any of 

68 this? 

69 Mr. Clark: No 1 didn't the Renter's Association said 1 

70 didn't have to and in my lease 

71 it states that 

72 Judge: AH right 

73 it's a civil matter 

N ow the judge asks hini. if the landlord eveÍ" sued' himfor any of 
these sums, line 74 to 75, and the answer is again negative, line 76. 

72 Judge: AH right 

73 it's a civil matter 

74 he didn't did he ever sue you for any of these 

75 sums? 

76 Mr. Clark: No 

77 no he did not 

The plaintiff is supposed to sue for something which he can prove it 
happened. Nevertheless, he is complaining and suing for something 
which never happened: he never paid anyadditional sum of money 
to the landlord, and the latter. did not even sue him for all this money 
the plaintiff cJaims he was required to payo It does not make sense, 
then, to raise this issue if he did not pay anythingj nothing could he 
intend to recovcr. 
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Another issue presented by the plaintiff is that, sometime, the 
landlord threatened to kill him, line 105. 

105 Mr. Clark: he's threatened to kili me on one time. 

But when the judge asks him if Mr. Laredo had any weapon when he 
threatened to kill him, lines 108 to 11 O, he answers he would not 
know, lines 111 to 112. 

107 Judgc: (?) When he 

108 When he threatened to kill you 

109 did he have any weapon on him? 

110 with him? 

111 Mr. Clark: 1 wouldn't know if he had a weapon on him at 

112 any time 

Furthermore, when the judge rephrases the question, lines 113 to 
114, Mr. Clark answers that Mr. Laredo did not threaten him with 
a weapon, that he just raised a fist, lines 115 to 116. 

113 Judge: No but did he 

114 did he threaten you with a weapon? 

115 Mr. Clark: No he did not threaten me with this weapon he 

just 

116 raised a fist. 

Naturally, there is a big diffcrence between raising a fist and thn'atcn
ing to kill someone, so how can the plaintiff seriously da im llw 
landlord threatened to kill him when all he did was to raist· a fist? 

Finally, Mr. Clark says that Mr. Laredo thrt:all'llnl lo kirk ill 
the side of his car, line 180. 
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180 Mr. Clark: and he threatened to kick in the si de of the 

car 

IIe also mentions that the next morning when he went down to the 
car, the side of the car was kicked in, Ene 195. 

195 Mr. Clark: The si de of the car was kicked in 

lIowever, when the judge asks him if he has any evidence that the 
landlord did this, lines 199 to 200, he is unable to provide any 
concrete evidence, lines 201 to 202. 

199 Judge: You have any evidence that he's 

200 the one who did this? 

201 Mr. Clark: Just the faet that he'd threatened the day 

before 

202 it is a (secure garage?) 

A threat is not enough to prove someone aeeomplished what he 
threatened to do. In faet, before the judge gave his decision, he 
t"xplicitly said that the evidenee Mr. Clark presented is zero, lines 410 
to 411. 

401 -Judge: 

402 

403 

404 

405 

But as to the 

seeond thing abou t this uh damage, vandalism 
to 

your ear and the faet that had been m an 
aeeident 

uh, sorne time befo re you had the burden of 
proving 

by a preponderan ce of the evidenee that he 



406 

407 

408 

409 

410 

411 
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committed these acts, and by preponderance of 
the 

evidence we mean uh, whether we consider 
your 

evidence and that opposed to it, which 
evidence 

has the more convincing force and the greater 

probability of proof. What you have presented 
lS 

to me zero. 

1 mentioned that the basic role of the plaintiff was to present a 
coherent complaint and provide evidenee that what he claimed 
happened did happen. However, he failed to present a coherent case 
and to show sufficient evidence. 

Another important part for the development of this situation 
is the frame represented by the defendant. In fact, it is difficult to 
imagine a trial without a defendantj this is the topie of my next 
section. 

THE DEFENDANT 

The main role of the defendant is to prove that the accusation 
against him is false; he also necd sorne evidence to support his dcfense, 
and it needs to be coherent. The defendant, Mr. Laredo, was given a 
chance too talk after Mr. Clark presented the main point of his 
complaintj this is the procedure in a court case. This does not mean 
that the judge did not allow the plaintiff to talk after he started 
questioning the defendant; in fact, there are times when the judge 
requests informatíon from one immediately after listening to thc 
other. 

Sinee the dcfendanl i5 ro prove innocent, it is difficult for him 
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to admit the charges. For example, when the judge asks him if he 
threatened the plaintiff four times, lines 125 to 128, Mr. Laredo 
evades the question; he answers something else, lines 129 to 133. 

125 Judge: Four times mhm 

126 Y ou threatened him with a 

127 hit him four times 

128 sir? 

129 Mr. Laredo: 1 told him 

130 thar if he didn't do s uh 

131 abide by the rules of the building 

132 you know thar uh 

133 1 can see (?) him 

Because Mr. Larcdo fails to provide a :;traight answer, the judge 
rephrases the question, this time explicitly telling what he was asked, 
lines 134 to 13 5, and splitting the original question (if he threatened 
ro hit him four times) into two parts as shown below. 

a) first .. part of the question: 

134 Judge: 

135 

y ou were asked if you threatened or hit him 
with 

a fist 

Once Mr. Laredo has answered the first part of the question, admit
ting he raised a fist, line 136, the judge procecds to ask the second 
parto 

136 Mr. Laredo: Yeah 1 did 
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b) second part of the question: 

137 Judge: Four times? 

This time, the defendant replies he does not know how many times, 
lines 138 to 139. 

138 Mr. Laredo: 1 don't know whether four times 

139 maybe once or twice 

Now that he has admited he threatened to hit Mr. Clark with his fist, 
he tries to find an excuse for that type of behavior. When the judge 
asks Mr. Laredo if Mr. Clark threatened to hit him, (line 160), Mr. 
Laredo statcs that the plaintiff jumped into his face as if he were 
going to hit him, bu t that the only reason Mr. Clark did not do it 
was that he couId not, lines 161 to 163. 

160 Judge: Oid he threaten to hit you? 

161 Mr. Laredo: Well 

162 he jumped right into m)' face like he's going 

to 

163 the only reason he didn't is that he can't 

Mr. Laredo's response is a justification for his behavior, an act of sclf 
defense perhaps (Mr. Clark jumped into bis face). Thc judg<.: aen'pl' 
the dcfcndant's justification, something the judge will USl' lo h:ISl' h i~ 
decision, lines 387 to 395. 

387 Judge: 

388 

389 

390 

What you said is that hl~ 

threatened tu hil rou f01l1' lillln 111',.1\"'.1111 11 

or twil'l'hl'did 11t1l'all'lIlllltll \'1111 "111 \\,1',11111, 

:tftl'l' 1'1111 J'."I 111111 III~ 
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391 you jumped into his face; that's his way of 

392 saying. Uh 1 don't even think it's a technical 

393 assault but it might be, but 1 think that he had 

394 just cause to threaten to hit you if you jumped 

395 in his face. 

The judge, then, consideredMr. Laredohadjust caused to threaten to 
hit Mr. Clark if he jumped in his face, end ofline 393 to line 395 in 
rhe aboye excerpt of the transcription of the trial. 

Finally, Mr. Clark had accused Mr. Laredo of kicking the side of 
his car, which he kept in the garage. When Mr. Laredo refers to this, 
he tries o convince the judge the cars are parked ou t on the street; 
Mr. Laredo shows the pictures he took two days before the trial, 
lines 336 to 346. 

336 Mr. Laredo: He claimed he parked his car in the garage 

337 all the time the cars 

338 are sitting out on the street haIf the time 

339 they are sitting out there when he's doing 

340. the motor (?) 

341 I took those picrures 

342 day before yesterday 

343 they're out on the street 

344 he keeps them out on the street half time 

345 he has three cars 
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346 and those cars are on the street half the 

347 time 

Mr. Laredo has managed to support (by bringing sorne pictures with 
him) what he claims, that the cars are half the time out on the street. 
The pictures are not shown to the public nor to the television cameras; 
howcver, the public may suppose the judge accepted them as part of 
the evidence that the car, which was kicked in, was not kept in the 
garage all thc time. The audience. and telcvision viewers may think 
so because the judge saw the pictures and did not question them. On 
the other hand, the plaintiff did not refute this partial evidence 
against his complaint. 

Summarizing, then, the role of the defendant is to refute the 
accusation against him, and Mr. Laredo did so in this trial by justify
ing his threat to hit Mr. Clark and by showing that the car he was 
accused of damaging was kcpt on the street half the time, thus, 
creating the possibility that someone else could have done it. 

To summarize th is section of frames, 1 have listed three impor
tant frames: one represented by the judgc, anothcr by the plaintiff 
and the othcr by the defendant. 1 have also characterized the roles 
of the people representing these frames: questioning, leading the 
debate, taking a recess and judging who is right and who is not 
depending on the evidence presented is reservcd to the judge. How
ever, the role of the plaintiff is to present a coherent accusation and 
cvidcnce to support his case; on the other hand, the defendant is 
expected to refute the accusation by showing otherwise and by 
justifying his behavior if he admits sorne of the charges. 

As the final point in this paper, 1 would like to consider this 
question: aside from the tclevision frame, was this the real thing or 
a transformatíon? If it was a transformation, what did it key? 

TRANSFORMED ACTIVITY 

Referring to play behavior in anímals, Goffman observes (p. 41), 

Bitinglike bebavior occurs, but no one is seriously bitten. In 
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brief, tbere is a transcription or transposition--a transformation 
in tbe geometrical, not tbe Cbomskyan, sense--of a strip of 
figbting bebavior into a strip of play. 

Thc event 1 have been writing abou t, and which I tape recorded, 
seems to be a transformation in the sense Goffman uses this word. 
What is presented fn the courtroom is not the actual activity Mr. Clark 
and Mr. Laredo engaged in before appearing in court. The real 
dispu te and issuing of threats occurred before in another place: in 
their apartment building, or in the garage, or in one of the apartments, 
cte., but not in the courtroom. What the audience is watching is a 
transcription or transformation of what has already happened. These 
men have yelled at ea eh other, jumped into the other's face, raised a 
fist, threatened bodily harmed, etc. That might be the real untrans
formed activity. I have used the word 'might' because raising a fist 
to threaten somebody may in itself be a transformation of an action 
that takes place in a real fight. But 1 will not get into the deeper 
Icvels of the transformations that may be found here. What these 
men are doing in court is recounting a strip of their behavior before 
a judgc. In fact, the judge is not evaluating their behavior at the time 
of the trial; he bases his decision on what they say happened. The 
Ilecd for evidence shows that what is going on in court is not the real 
ullrransformed activity it seems ro be; their dispute has already taken 
place. Because they still have disagreemcnts, they go ro court to settle 
matters legaly. Therefore, the situation presenred before the judge 
and rhe audience is a transformation of their behavior prior to this 
appearance in court. Goffman writes (p. 58) that, "In brief, a play 
kcys life, a ceremony keys an event". In this case, the trial keys an 
activiry in life; this activity is a dispute betwcen two mell in which 
they threatened, one way or another, to hit cach other. 

CONCLUSION 

Goffman \\-Tites, p. 38, that, 

lt seems tbat we can bardly glance at anytbing witbout apply
ing a primary framework, tbereby forming conjectures as to 
wbat occurred before and expectations of wbat is likely to 
bappen now. 
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In this study a primary framework has becn applied to an event: the 
development of a brief trial. The employment of a primar}' frame-

o work allows identificatíon, labeling and descríption of different levels 
of organizatíon, or frames, within the main evento I prcsented a 
description of the television program, analyzed as a frame, a summary 
of the trial labeled the event frame, and I also identified three main 
participants who represented three different frames; 1 described the 
roles played by each of these participants and illustrated their perfor
mance by showing excerpts of their arguments. Finally, I have 
considered that th is event was a transformation of a past activity, 
a strip of behavior which took place before going to court, and that 
this transformation keyed a real event which was a dispute between 
two men who, among other things, at different points threatened to 
hit each other. 

This analysis is by no means complete, but 1 believe that this 
type of work is important because it has practical applications. For 
example, the plaintiff may not know exactly why he lost his case; 
however, if he could analyze his performance later, he could see 
what went wrong; in addition, if he would like to take this case to 
another court, he would be much better prepared to present a 
coherent accusation along with supporting evidence. Similarly, the 
judge could profit from reading an analysis of his performance to do 
better each time. 
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