success and failure—between all possible contents and interruptions of the course of life. The highest
conception indicated in respect to these contrasting pairs appears to me different: we must conceive of
all these polar differentiations as of one life; we must sense the pulse of a central vitality even in that
which, if seen from the standpoint of a particular ideal, ought not to be at all and is merely something
negative; we must allow the total meaning of our existence to grow out of both parties. In the most
comprehensive context of life, even that which as a single element is disturbing and destructive, is
wholly positive; it is not a gap but the fulfillment of a role reserved for it alone. Perhaps it is not given
to us to attain, much less always to maintain, the height from which all phenomena can be felt as
making up the unity of life, even though from an objective or value standpoint, they appear to oppose
one another as pluses and minuses, contradictions, and mutual eliminations. We are too inclined to think
and feel that our essential being, our true, ultimate significance, is identical with one of these factions.
According to our optimistic or pessimistic feeling of life, one of them appears to us as surface or
accident, as something to be eliminated or subtracted, in order for the true and intrinsically consistent
life to emerge. We are everywhere enmeshed in this dualism (which will presently be discussed in more
detail in the text above)—in the most intimate as in the most comprehensive provinces of life, personal,
objective, and social. We think we have, or are, a whole or unit which is composed of two logically and
objectively opposed parties, and we identify this totality of ours with one of them, while we feel the
other to be something alien which does not properly belong and which denies our central and
comprehensive being. Life constantly moves between these two tendencies. The one has just been
described. The other lets the whole really be the whole. It makes the unity, which after all comprises
both contrasts, alive in each of these contrasts and in their juncture. It is all the more necessary to assert
the right of this second tendency in respect to the sociological phenomenon of conflict, because conflict
impresses us with its socially destructive force as with an apparently indisputable fact.

Introduction to “Sociability”

Thus far, we have seen that people often enter into interactions because they
have a specific goal to attain. For instance, we might be motivated to engage
in exchange or conflict in order to advance our material position or status, or
perhaps to fulfill a self-protective need to resist those in authority. However,
in his essay “Sociability,” Simmel points out that we do not always engage in
interactions for strategic or objective purposes. Sometimes we find ourselves
interacting with others simply for the sake of the connection itself. Simmel
called this form of interaction “sociability,” or the “play-form of association.”

At its most basic and commonplace, sociability is the “stuff” of casual
conversations. Sociable conversations have no significance or ulterior motive
outside the encounter itself; “in sociability talking is an end in itself” (Simmel
1910/1971:136). We talk about movies or concerts we’ve seen, classes we’ve
taken, or the latest news. The impetus for such conversations lies not in
proving one’s point or in the advantages that might be gained from the
interaction, but in the pure pleasure of conversing and satisfying the impulse
to associate with others. Yet, as soon as the truthfulness of the conversation’s
content or the striving for personal rewards or goals is made the focus, the
encounter loses its playfulness. Who hasn’t experienced a friendly, casual
conversation about recent movies or sports teams suddenly turn into a heated
debate as each party attempts to prove that his own point of view on the issue



is “right”? Who hasn’t experienced a moment when casual chitchat at a party
is diverted by someone—who you just learned lives an hour away—asking
for a ride home. In such instances, the tension that we experience signals a
shift in the form of interaction. However, Simmel’s point is not that, in order
to be sociable, conversations must avoid discussions about serious topics.
Instead, his point is that no matter the subject matter, sociability finds “its
justification, its place, and its purpose only in the functional play of
conversation as such” and not in the outcome of the conversation (ibid.).

One important element of sociability that contributes to its playful quality,
and thus its appeal, is its “democratic” nature. As a form of interaction freed
from the conflicts and pressures that make up “real” life, sociability
establishes an “artificial” world, a world without friction or inequalities. In
this self-contained, temporary escape, actors leave their personal ambitions
and burdens tied to real life behind, thus encouraging the treatment of others
simply as “human beings,” acting as if all are equal as individuals. Simmel
puts it like this:

Inasmuch as sociability is the abstraction of association—an abstraction of the character of art or of
play—it demands the purest, most transparent, most engaging kind of interaction—that among
equals. It must, because of its very nature, posit beings who give up so much of their objective
content, who are so modified in both their outward and their inner significance, that they are
sociably equal, and every one of them can win sociability values for himself only under the
condition that the others, interacting with him, can also win them. It is a game in which one “acts”
as though all were equal, as though he especially esteemed everyone. (ibid.:133, emphasis in the
original)

In addition, Simmel discusses a particular kind of sociability that illustrates
particularly well his emphasis on the duality of social life: flirtation or
coquetry. As depicted in Figure 6.3, flirtation is a type of erotic play in which
an actor alternates between consent and denial. Underlying flirtation is the
duality between a giving up of oneself, behind which lies the threat of refusal
or withdrawal and an unwillingness to surrender oneself to another that
otherwise could lead to submission. The playfulness of flirtation lies in
“draw[ing] the man on without letting matters come to a decision, to rebuff
him without making him lose all hope” (ibid.:134). However, once her
decision is revealed, resolving the tension between these two polar opposites,
the “play” is over. She has either denied the man’s desire to continue the
performance (behind which sexual pleasures exist only as a distant
possibility) or has made real her attraction for him.

Figure 6.3 Duality of Flirtation
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Edouardo Tofano’s Flirtation. Courtesy of Kodner Gallery, St. Louis, Missouri
Photo 6.1 Flirtation: It’s All in the Look—Maybe Yes . . . or Maybe No

From “Sociability” (1910)

Georg Simmel

There is an old conflict over the nature of society. One side mystically
exaggerates its significance, contending that only through society is human
life endowed with reality. The other regards it as a mere abstract concept by
means of which the observer draws the realities, which are individual human
beings, into a whole, as one calls trees and brooks, houses and meadows, a
“landscape.” However one decides this conflict, he must allow society to be a
reality in a double sense. On the one hand are the individuals in their directly
perceptible existence, the bearers of the processes of association, who are
united by these processes into the higher unity which one calls “society”; on
the other hand, the interests which, living in the individuals, motivate such



union: economic and ideal interests, warlike and erotic, religious and
charitable. To satisfy such urges and to attain such purposes arise the
innumerable forms of social life, all the with-one-another, for-one-another, in-
one-another, against-one-another, and through-one-another, in state and
commune, in church and economic associations, in family and clubs. The
energy effects of atoms upon each other bring matter into the innumerable
forms which we see as “things.” Just so the impulses and interests which a
man experiences in himself and which push him out toward other men bring
about all the forms of association by which a mere sum of separate
individuals are made into a “society.”

Within this constellation called society, or out of it, there develops a special
sociological structure corresponding to those of art and play, which draw their
form from these realities but nevertheless leave their reality behind them. It
may be an open question whether the concept of a play impulse or an artistic
impulse possesses explanatory value; at least it directs attention to the fact
that in every play or artistic activity there is contained a common element not
affected by their differences of content. Some residue of satisfaction lies in
gymnastics, as in card-playing, in music, and in plastic art, something which
has nothing to do with the peculiarities of music or plastic art as such but only
with the fact that both of the latter are art and both of the former are play. A
common element, a likeness of psychological reaction and need, is found in
all these various things—something easily distinguishable from the special
interest which gives each its distinction. In the same sense one may speak of
an impulse to sociability in man. To be sure, it is for the sake of special needs
and interests that men unite in economic associations or blood fraternities, in
cult societies or robber bands. But above and beyond their special content, all
these associations are accompanied by a feeling for, by a satisfaction in, the
very fact that one is associated with others and that the solitariness of the
individual is resolved into togetherness, a union with others. Of course, this
feeling can, in individual cases, be nullified by contrary psychological factors;
association can be felt as a mere burden, endured for the sake of our objective
aims. But typically there is involved in all effective motives for association a
feeling of the worth of association as such, a drive which presses toward this
form of existence and often only later calls forth that objective content which
carries the particular association along. And as that which I have called
artistic impulse draws its form from the complexes of perceivable things and
builds this form into a special structure corresponding to the artistic impulse,
so also the impulse to sociability distils, as it were, out of the realities of
social life the pure essence of association, of the associative process as a
value and a satisfaction. It thereby constitutes what we call sociability in the
narrower sense. It is no mere accident of language that all sociability, even the



purely spontaneous, if it is to have meaning and stability, lays such great
value on form, on good form. For “good form” is mutual self-definition,
interaction of the elements, through which a unity is made; and since in
sociability the concrete motives bound up with life-goals fall away, so must
the pure form, the free-playing, interacting interdependence of individuals
stand out so much the more strongly and operate with so much the greater
effect.

And what joins art with play now appears in the likeness of both to
sociability. From the realities of life play draws its great, essential themes: the
chase and cunning; the proving of physical and mental powers, the contest
and reliance on chance and the favor of forces which one cannot influence.
Freed of substance, through which these activities make up the seriousness of
life, play gets its cheerfulness but also that symbolic significance which
distinguishes it from pure pastime. And just this will show itself more and
more as the essence of sociability; that it makes up its substance from
numerous fundamental forms of serious relationships among men, a
substance, however, spared the frictional relations of real life; but out of its
formal relations to real life, sociability (and the more so as it approaches pure
sociability) takes on a symbolically playing fulness of life and a significance
which a superficial rationalism always seeks only in the content. Rationalism,
finding no content there, seeks to do away with sociability as empty idleness,
as did the savant who asked concerning a work of art, “What does that
prove?” It is nevertheless not without significance that in many, perhaps in
all, European languages, the word “society” [Gesellschaft] designates a
sociable gathering. The political, the economic, the purposive society of any
sort is, to be sure, always “society.” But only the sociable gathering is
“society” without qualifying adjectives, because it alone presents the pure,
abstract play of form, all the specific contents of the one-sided and qualified

societies being dissolved away.!

Sociability is, then, the play-form of association. It is related to the content-
determined concreteness of association as art is related to reality. Now the
great problem of association comes to a solution possible only in sociability.
The problem is that of the measure of significance and accent which belongs
to the individual as such in and as against the social milieu. Since sociability
in its pure form has no ulterior end, no content, and no result outside itself, it
is oriented completely about personalities. Since nothing but the satisfaction
of the impulse to sociability—although with a resonance left over—is to be
gained, the process remains, in its conditions as in its results, strictly limited
to its personal bearers; the personal traits of amiability, breeding, cordiality,
and attractiveness of all kinds determine the character of purely sociable
association. But precisely because all is oriented about them, the personalities



must not emphasize themselves too individually. Where real interests, co-
operating or clashing, determine the social form, they provide of themselves
that the individual shall not present his peculiarities and individuality with too
much abandon and aggressiveness. But where this restraint is wanting, if
association is to be possible at all, there must prevail another restriction of
personal pushing, a restriction springing solely out of the form of the
association. It is for this reason that the sense of tact is of such special
significance in society, for it guides the self-regulation of the individual in his
personal relations to others where no outer or directly egoistic interests
provide regulation. And perhaps it is the specific function of tact to mark out
for individual impulsiveness, for the ego and for outward demands, those
limits which the rights of other require. A very remarkable sociological
structure appears at this point. In sociability, whatever the personality has of
objective importance, of features which have their orientation toward
something outside the circle, must not interfere. Riches and social position,
learning and fame, exceptional capacities and merits of the individual have no
role in sociability or, at most, as a slight nuance of that immateriality with
which alone reality dares penetrate into the artificial structure of sociability.
As these objective qualities which gather about the personality, so also must
the most purely and deeply personal qualities be excluded from sociability.
The most personal things—character, mood, and fate—have thus no place in
it. It is tactless to bring in personal humor, good or ill, excitement and
depression, the light and shadow of one’s inner life. Where a connection,
begun on the sociable level—and not necessarily a superficial or conventional
one—finally comes to center about personal values, it loses the essential
quality of sociability and becomes an association determined by a content—
not unlike a business or religious relation, for which contact, exchange, and
speech are but instruments for ulterior ends, while for sociability they are the
whole meaning and content of the social processes. This exclusion of the
personal reaches into even the most external matters; a lady would not want to
appear in such extreme décolletage in a really personal, intimately friendly
situation with one or two men as she would in a large company without any
embarrassment. In the latter she would not feel herself personally involved in
the same measure and could therefore abandon herself to the impersonal
freedom of the mask. For she is, in the larger company, herself, to be sure, but
not quite completely herself, since she is only an element in a formally
constituted gathering.

A man, taken as a whole, is, so to speak, a somewhat unformed complex of
contents, powers, potentialities; only according to the motivations and
relationships of a changing existence is he articulated into a differentiated,
defined structure. As an economic and political agent, as a member of a



family or of a profession, he is, so to speak, an ad hoc construction; his life-
material is ever determined by a special idea, poured into a special mold,
whose relatively independent life is, to be sure, nourished from the common
but somewhat undefinable source of energy, the ego. In this sense, the man, as
a social creature, is also a unique structure, occurring in no other connection.
On the one hand, he has removed all the objective qualities of the personality
and entered into the structure of sociability with nothing but the capacities,
attractions, and interests of his pure humanity. On the other hand, this
structure stops short of the purely subjective and inward parts of his
personality. That discretion which is one’s first demand upon others in
sociability is also required of one’s own ego, because a breach of it in either
direction causes the sociological artifact of sociability to break down into a
sociological naturalism. One can therefore speak of an upper and a lower
sociability threshold for the individual. At the moment when people direct
their association toward objective content and purpose, as well as at the
moment when the absolutely personal and subjective matters of the individual
enter freely into the phenomenon, sociability is no longer the central and
controlling principle but at most a formalistic and outwardly instrumental
principle.

From this negative definition of the nature of sociability through
boundaries and thresholds, however, one can perhaps find the positive motif.
Kant set it up as the principle of law that everyone should have that measure
of freedom which could exist along with the freedom of every other person. If
one stands by the sociability impulse as the source or also as the substance of
sociability, the following is the principle according to which it is constituted:
everyone should have as much satisfaction of this impulse as is consonant
with the satisfaction of the impulse for all others. If one expresses this not in
terms of the impulse but rather in terms of success, the principle of sociability
may be formulated thus: everyone should guarantee to the other that
maximum of sociable values (joy, relief, vivacity) which is consonant with the
maximum of values he himself receives. As justice upon the Kantian basis is
thoroughly democratic, so likewise this principle shows the democratic
structure of all sociability, which to be sure every social stratum can realize
only within itself, and which so often makes sociability between members of
different social classes burdensome and painful. But even among social
equals the democracy of their sociability is a play. Sociability creates, if one
will, an ideal sociological world, for in it—so say the enunciated principles—
the pleasure of the individual is always contingent upon the joy of others;
here, by definition, no one can have his satisfaction at the cost of contrary
experiences on the part of others. In other forms of association such lack of
reciprocity is excluded only by the ethical imperative which govern them but



not by their own immanent nature.

This world of sociability, the only one in which a democracy of equals is
possible without friction, is an artificial world, made up of beings who have
renounced both the objective and the purely personal features of the intensity
and extensiveness of life in order to bring about among themselves a pure
interaction, free of any disturbing material accent. If we now have the
conception that we enter into sociability purely as “human beings,” as that
which we really are, lacking all the burdens, the agitations, the inequalities
with which real life disturbs the purity of our picture, it is because modern life
is overburdened with objective content and material demands. Ridding
ourselves of this burden in sociable circles, we believe we return to our
natural-personal being and overlook the fact that this personal aspect also
does not consist in its full uniqueness and natural completeness, but only in a
certain reserve and stylizing of the sociable man. In earlier epochs, when a
man did not depend so much upon the purposive, objective content of his
associations, his “formal personality” stood out more clearly against his
personal existence: hence personal bearing in the society of earlier times was
much more ceremonially, rigidly, and impersonally regulated than now. This
reduction of the personal periphery, of the measure of significance which
homogeneous interaction with others allowed the individual, has been
followed by a swing to the opposite extreme; today one may even find in
society that courtesy by which the strong, outstanding person not only places
himself on a level with the weaker but goes so far as to assume the attitude
that the weaker is the more worthy and superior. If association itself is
interaction, it appears in its purest and most stylized form when it goes on
among equals, just as symmetry and balance are the most outstanding forms
of artistic stylizing of visible elements. Inasmuch as sociability is the
abstraction of association—an abstraction of the character of art or of play—it
demands the purest, most transparent, most engaging kind of interaction—that
among equals. It must, because of its very nature, posit beings who give up so
much of their objective content, who are so modified in both their outward
and their inner significance, that they are sociably equal, and every one of
them can win sociability values for himself only under the condition that the
others, interacting with him, can also win them. It is a game in which one
“acts” as though all were equal, as though he especially esteemed everyone.
This is just as far from being a lie as is play or art in all their departures from
reality. But the instant the intentions and events of practical reality enter into
the speech and behavior of sociability, it does become a lie—just as a painting
does when it attempts, panorama fashion, to be taken for reality. That which is
right and proper within the self-contained life of sociability, concerned only
with the immediate play of its forms, becomes a lie when this is mere



pretense, which in reality is guided by purposes of quite another sort than the
sociable or is used to conceal such purposes—and indeed sociability may
easily get entangled with real life.

It is an obvious corollary that everything may be subsumed under
sociability which one can call sociological play-form; above all, play itself,
which assumes a large place in the sociability of all epochs. The expression
“social game” is significant in the deeper sense which I have indicated. The
entire interactional or associational complex among men: the desire to gain
advantage, trade, formation of parties and the desire to win from another, the
movement between opposition and co-operation, outwitting and revenge—all
this, fraught with purposive content in the serious affairs of reality, in play
leads a life carried along only and completely by the stimulus of these
functions. For even when play turns about a money prize, it is not the prize,
which indeed could be won in many other ways, which is the specific point of
the play; but the attraction for the true sportsman lies in the dynamics and in
the chances of that sociologically significant form of activity itself. The social
game has a deeper double meaning—that it is played not only in a society as
its outward bearer but that with its help people actually “play” “society.”

Further, in the sociology of the sexes, eroticism has elaborated a form of
play: coquetry, which finds in sociability its lightest, most playful, and yet its
widest realization. If the erotic question between the sexes turns about
consent or denial (whose objects are naturally of endless variety and degree
and by no means only of strictly physiological nature), so is it the essence of
feminine coquetry to play hinted consent and hinted denial against each other
to draw the man on without letting matters come to a decision, to rebuff him
without making him lose all hope. The coquette brings her attractiveness to its
climax by letting the man hang on the verge of getting what he wants without
letting it become too serious for herself; her conduct swings between yes and
no, without stopping at one or the other. She thus playfully shows the simple
and pure form of erotic decision and can bring its polar opposites together in a
quite integrated behavior, since the decisive and fateful content, which would
bring it to one of the two decisions, by definition does not enter into coquetry.
And this freedom from all the weight of firm content and residual reality
gives coquetry that character of vacillation, of distance, of the ideal, which
allows one to speak with some right of the “art”—not of the “arts”—of
coquetry. In order, however, for coquetry to spread as so natural a growth on
the soil of sociability, as experience shows it to be, it must be countered by a
special attitude on the part of men. So long as the man denies himself the
stimulation of coquetry, or so long as he is—on the contrary—merely a victim
who is involuntarily carried along by her vacillations from a half-yes to a
half-no—so long does coquetry lack the adequate structure of sociability. It



lacks that free interaction and equivalence of the elements which is the
fundamental condition of sociability. The latter appears only when the man
desires nothing more than this free moving play, in which something
definitively erotic lurks only as a remote symbol, and when he does not get
his pleasure in these gestures and preliminaries from erotic desire or fear of it.
Coquetry, as it unfolds its grace on the heights of sociable cultivation, has left
behind the reality of erotic desire, of consent or denial, and becomes a play of
shadow pictures of these serious matters. Where the latter enter or lurk, the
whole process becomes a private affair of the two persons, played out on the
level of reality; under the sociological sign of sociability, however, in which
the essential orientation of the person to the fulness of life does not enter,
coquetry is the teasing or even ironic play with which eroticism has distilled
the pure essence of its interaction out from its substantive or individual
content. As sociability plays at the forms of society, so coquetry plays out the
forms of eroticism.

In what measure sociability realizes to the full the abstraction of the forms
of sociological interaction otherwise significant because of their content and
gives them—now turning about themselves, so to speak—a shadow body is
revealed finally in that most extensive instrument of all human common life,
conversation. The decisive point is expressed in the quite banal experience
that in the serious affairs of life men talk for the sake of the content which
they wish to impart or about which they want to come to an understanding—
in sociability talking is an end in itself; in purely sociable conversation the
content is merely the indispensable carrier of the stimulation, which the lively
exchange of talk as such unfolds. All the forms with which this exchange
develops: argument and the appeals to the norms recognized by both parties;
the conclusion of peace through compromise and the discovery of common
convictions; the thankful acceptance of the new and the parrying-off of that
on which no understanding is to be hoped for—all these forms of
conversational interaction, otherwise in the service of innumerable contents
and purposes of human intercourse, here have their meaning in themselves;
that is to say, in the excitement of the play of relations which they establish
between individuals, binding and loosening, conquering and being
vanquished, giving and taking. In order that this play may retain its self-
sufficiency at the level of pure form, the content must receive no weight on its
own account; as soon as the discussion gets business-like, it is no longer
sociable; it turns its compass point around as soon as the verification of a
truth becomes its purpose. Its character as sociable converse is disturbed just
as when it turns into a serious argument. The form of the common search of
the truth, the form of the argument, may occur; but it must not permit the
seriousness of the momentary content to become its substance any more than



