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Readings

In the following selections, Goffman pursues three central themes. Taken from
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), the first excerpts represent his
most sustained use of theatrical metaphors as he advances his dramaturgical
approach to impression management and its centrality to self and society. The
second selection is from Asylums (1961), Goffman’s study of total institutions,
wherein he examines the ways in which social establishments produce the
self. Both works evince Goffman’s indebtedness to Durkheimian social
anthropology as he sheds light on the ceremonial dimensions of interaction
and the sacredness that must envelop the individual if he is to possess an
acceptable self.

NTRODUCTION

hien an individual enters the presence of others,
y commonly seek to acquire information
bout him ot to bring into play information about
im already possessed. They will be interested in
is general socio-economic status, his conception
£ self, his attitude toward them, his competence,
is trustworthiness, etc. Although some of this
lﬁfbnnation seems to be sought almost as an end
1 itself, there are usually quite practical reasons
\r acquiring it. Information about the individual
elps to define the situation, enabling others to
‘krow in advance what he will expect of them and
what they may expect of him. Informed in these
ays, the others will know how best to act in
order to call forth & desired response from him.
. For those present, many sources of informa-
on become accessible and many carriers (or
“sipn-vehicles™) become available for conveying
‘this information. If unacquainted with the indi-
“vidual, observers can glean clues from his con-
“duct and appearance which allow them to apply
 their previous experience with individuals roughly
:similar to the one before them or, more important,
‘to apply untested stereotypes to him. They can
“also assume from past experience that only indi-
-viduals of a particular kind are likely to be found
:in a given social setting. They can rely on what
‘the individual says about himself or on documen-
‘tary evidence he provides as to who and what he
is. If they know, or know of, the individual by
virtue of experience prior to the interaction, they
‘can rely on assumptions as to the persistence and
-generality of psychological traits as a means of
‘predicting his present and fiture behavior,
However, during the period in which the indi-
~vidual is in the immediate presence of the others,
few events may occur which directly provide the

Introduction to
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life

In this modem classic, Goffman develops his dramaturgical approach to social life and the -
self. It is in this work that Goffman introduces many of the central concepts discussed in the:
preceding sections: impression managementt, definition of the situation, front and backstage
and performer and character. In a sense, his book is an analysis of the familiar saying
“Actions speak louder than words,” but after reading Goffinan you will never be able {
-adjust the volume again.

He begins by distinguishing between two types of “sign-vehicles”—expressions on
gives and expressions one gives off——that are used by actors and audiences as means fo
both managing impressions and defining the situation. The former refers to “verbal sym-"
bols or their substitutes which [the individual] uses admittedly and solely to convey the:
information that he and the others are known to attach to these symbols.” The latter::
“Involves a wide range of action that others can treat as symptomatic of the actor, the:
expectation being that the action was performed for reasons other than the information:
conveyed in this way” (Goffiman 1959:2), With this distinction, Goffman sets the backdrop.
for his analysis of the subtle techniques that actors and audiences employ, sometimes with.
consciously strategic intent and sometimes without, as they go about the business of dra
matically staging acceptable images of their self. Yet whether or not one’s staged perfor-
mance is intentionatly manipulative and regardless of whether the performer 1s sincere or
cynical in playing his role, all participants in the encounter are obligated to abide by the,
moral rufes that establish just what “acceptable™ means. Here, participants in an interac
tion will establish a “working consensus™ or surface agreement regarding the definition of
the situation in which, in an effort to avoid conflict, embarrassment, or the discrediting of
self-performances, each “is expected to suppress his immediate heartfelt feelings, convey-
ing a view of the situation which he feels the others will be able to find at least temporar-
ily acceptable” (ibid.:9). Under the unwritten rule to uphold a working consensus, we
often find that in order to present a viable image of one’s self, the definition of the sjtua-
tion compels us to tell “white lies.” This explains our tactful refusals of invitations for
interaction from people that we do not like: “Sorry, I’d love to come to your party but my
cousin is visiting from out of town.” You can only hope that on the night of the party ne
one sees you without your “cousin.” Or, better yet, perhaps you can persuade a friend to
join your “team” for the evening and play the part of your favorite relative as you show

her a night on the town. LV (September, 1949), pp. 6-7.
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___ The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959)

Erving Goffman

others with the conclusive information they will
need if they are to direct wisely their own activ-
ity. Many crucial facts lie beyond the time and
place of interaction or lie concealed within it
For example, the “true™ or “real” attitudes,
beliefs, and emotions of the individual can be
ascertained only indirectly, through his avowals
or through what appears to be involuntary
expressive behavior. Similarly, if the individual
offers the others a product or service, they will
often find that during the interaction there will be
no time and place immediately available for eat-
ing the pudding that the proof can be found m.
They will be forced to accept some events as
conventional or natural signs of something not
directly available to the senses. In Ichheiser’s
terms,’ the individual will have to act so that he
intentionally or unintentionally expresses him-
self, and the others will in turn have to be
impressed in some way by him.

The expressiveness of the individual (and
therefore his capacity to give impressions)
appears to involve two radically different kinds
of sign activity: the expression that he gives, and
the expression that he gives off The first involves
verbal symbols or their substitutes which he uses
admittedly and solely to convey the information
that he and the others are known to attach to
these symbols. This is communication in the
traditional and narrow sense. The second
involves a wide range of action that others can
treat as symptomatic of the actor, the expectation
being that the action was performed for reasons
other than the information conveyed in this way.
As we shall have to see, this distinction has an
only initial validity. The individual does of
course intentionally convey misinformation by
means of both of these types of communication,
the first involving deceit, the second feigning.

SOURCE: Excerpts from The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life by Brving Goffman. Copyright © 1959 by
Erving Goffman. Used by permission of Doubleday, an imprint of the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, a
division of Penguin Random House L1.C, and Pengnin Books Ltd. All rights reserved.

‘Gustav Ichheiser, “Misunderstandings in Fuman Relations,” Sepplement to The American Journal of Sociology,




270 £ SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY IN THE CONTEMPORARY ERA

interests to control the conduct of the othefg'
especially their responsive treatment of hj
This control is achieved largely by inﬂuencijig
the definition of the situation which the othefs
come to formulate, and he can influence thjs
definition by expressing himself in such a way ag
to give them the kind of impression that will lead
them to act voluntarily in accordance with hig
own plan, Thus, when an individual appears i
the presence of others, there will usually be soms
reason for him to mobilize his activity so that'j
will convey an impression to others which it is i
his interests to convey. Since a girl’s dormitorj(
mates will glean evidence of her popularity from
the calls she receives on the phone, we can sus.
pect that some girls will arrange for calls to
made, and Willard Waller’s finding can be’
anticipated:

Taking communication in both its narrow and
broad sense, one finds that when the individual is
in the immediate presence of others, his activity
will have a promissory character. The others are
likely to find that they must accept the individual
on faith, offering him a just return while he is
present before them in exchange for something
whose true value will not be established until
after he has left their presence, (Of course, the
others also live by inference in their dealings
with the physical world, but it is only in the
world of social interaction that the objects about
which they make inferences will purposely facil-
itate and hinder this inferential process.) The
security that they justifiably feel in making infer-
ences about the individual will vary, of course,
depending on such factors as the amount of
information they already possess about him, but
no amount of such past evidence can entirely
obviate the necessity of acting on the basis of
inferences. As William I. Thomas suggested:

“Preedy), looked round dazed fo see that there
“were people on the beach, tossed it back with a
“imile to himself and not a smile at the peopie,
“ind then resumed carelessly his monchalant
“qurvey of space.

i Byt it was time to institute a little parade, the
parade of the Ideal Preedy. By devious han-
‘dlings he gave any who wanted to look a
‘hance to see the title of his book—a Spanish
ranslation of Homer, classic thus, but not dar-
‘ing, cosmopolitan too—and then gathered
“together his beach-wrap and bag into a neat
sand-resistant pile (Methodical and Sensible
‘Preedy), rose slowly to stretch at ease his huge
“frame (Big-Cat Preedy), and tossed aside his
sandals {Carefree Preedy, after all).

' The marriage of Preedy and the sea! There
“were alternative rituals. The first involved the -
troll that turns into a run and a dive straight -
to the water, thereafter smoothing into a
trong splashiess crawl towards the horizon.
But of course not really to the horizon. Quite
:suddenty he would tum on to his back and
hrash great white splashes with his legs,
“somehow thus showing that he could have
swum further had he wanted to, and then
would stand 1p a quarter out of water for all to
see who it was,

~ The alternative course was simpler, it
avoided the cold-water shock and it avoided the
risk of appearing too high-spirited. The point
was to appear to be so used to the sea, the
Mediterranean, and this particular beach, that
one might as well be in the sea as out of it. It
involved a slow stroil down and into the edge of
the water—mnot even noticing his toes were wet,
land and water all the same to him!—with his
eyes up af the sky gravely surveying portents,
mvisible to others, of the weather (Local
Fisherman Preedy) ™

It has been reported by many observers that a
girl who is called to the telephone in the dormi-
tories will often allow herself to be called sev-
eral times, in order to give all the other girlg

It is also highly important for us to realize that ample opportunity to hear her paged.”

we do not as a matter of fact lead our Hves,
make our decisions, and reach our goals in
everyday life either statisticafly or scientifi-
cally. We live by inference. I am, let us say,
your guest. You do not know, you cannot
determine scientifically, that I will not steal
your money or your speons. But inferentially 1
will not, and inferentially you have me as a
guest.”

Of the two kinds of communication—expres
gions given and expressions given off—this:
report will be primarily concerned with the latter
with the more theatrical and contextual kind, th
non-verbal, presumably unintentional kind,
whether this communication be purposely engi-:
neered or not. As an example of what we must:
try 1o examine, [ would like to cite at length a:
novelistic incident in which Preedy, a vacation
ing Englishman, makes his first appearance on:
the beach of his summer hotel in Spain:

Let us now turn from the others to the point of
view of the individual who presents himself
before them. He may wish them to think highly
of him, or to think that he thinks highly of them,
or to perceive how in fact he feels toward them,
or to obtain no clear-cut impression; he may
wish to ensure sufficient harmony so that the
interaction can be sustained, or to defraud, get
1id of, confuse, mislead, antagonize, or insult
them. Regardless of the particular objective
which the individual has in mind and of his
motive for having this objective, it will be in his

But in any case he took care to avoid catching
anyone’s eve. First of all, he had to make it
clear to those potential companions of his holi-
day that they were of no concern to him what-
soever, He stared through them, round them,
over them—eyes lost in space. The beach might
have been empty. I by chance a ball was
thrown his way, he looked surprised; then let a
gmile of amusement lighten his face (Kindly

The novelist means us to see that Preedy is
improperly concerned with the extensive impres-
ons he feels his sheer bedily action is giving off
to those around him. We can malign Preedy fur-
ther by assuming that he has acted merely in
order to give a particular impression, that this is
a false impression, and that the others present
receive either no impression at all, or, worse still,
the impression that Preedy is affectedly trying to

iQuoted in E. H. Volkart, editor, Social Bekavior and Personality, Contributions of W, T. Thomas to Theory and
Social Research (New York: Social Science Research Council, 1951), p. 5.

EWillard Waller, “The Rating and Dating Complex,” American Sociological Review, II, p.. 730,
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cause them to receive this particular impression.
But the important point for us here is that the
kind of impression Preedy thinks he is making is
in fact the kind of impression that others cor-
rectly and incorrectly glean from someone in
their midst.

I have said that when an individual appears
before others his actions will influence the defi-
nition of the situation which they come to have.
Sometimes the individual will act in a thor-
oughly calculating manner, expressing himself'in
a given way solely in order to give the kind of
impression to others that is likely to evoke from
them a specific response he is concemed to
obtain. Sometimes the individual will be calcu-
lating in his activity but be relatively unaware
that this is the case. Sometimes he will intention-
ally and consciously express himself in a particu-
lar way, but chiefly because the traditions of his
group or social status require this kind of expres-
sion and not because of any particular response
{other than vague acceptance or approval) that is
likely to be evoked from those impressed by the
expression. Sometimes the traditions of an indi-
vidual’s role will lead him to give a well-
designed impression of a particular kind and yet
he may be neither consciously nor unconscicusly
disposed to create such an impression. The oth-
ers, in their furn, may be suitably impressed by
the individual’s efforts to convey something, or
may misunderstand the situation and come to
conclusions that are warranted neither by the
individual’s intent nor by the facis. In any case,
in so far as the others act as #f the individual had
conveyed a particular impression, we may take a
functional or pragmatic view and say that the
individual has “effectively” projected a given
definition of the situation and “effectively™ fos-
tered the understanding that a given state of
affairs obtains.

There is one aspect of the others’ response
that bears special comment here, Knowing that
the individual is likely to present himself in a
light that is favorable to him, the others may
divide what they witness into two parts; a part
that is relatively easy for the individual to manip-
utate at will, being chiefly his verbal agsertions,

*William Sansom, A Contest of Ladies (London: Hogarth, 1956), pp. 230-32.
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and a part in regard to which he seems to have
littie concern or control, being chiefly derived
from the expressions he gives off. The others
may then use what are considered to be the
ungovernable aspects of his expressive behavior
as a check upon the validity of what is conveyed
by the governable aspects. In this a fundamental
asymmetry is demonstrated in the communica-
tion process, the individual presumably being
aware of only one stream of his communication,
the witnesses of this stream and one other. For
example, in Shetland Isle one crofier’s wife, in
serving native dishes to a visitor from the main-
land of Britain, would listen with a polite smile
to his polite claims of liking what he was eating;
at the same time she would take note of the
rapidity with which the visitor lifted his fork or
spoon to his mouth, the eagerness with which he
passed food into his mouth, and the gusto
expressed in chewing the food, using these signs
as a check on the stated feelings of the eater. The
same woman, in order to discover what one
acquaintance (A} “actually” thought of another
acquaintance (B), would wait until B was in the
presence of A but engaged in conversation with
still another person (C). She would then covertly
examine the facial expressions of A as he
regarded B in conversation with C. Not being in
conversation with B, and not being directly
observed by him, A would sometimes relax usual
constraints and tactful deceptions, and freely
express what he was “actually” feeling about B.
This Shetlander, in short, would observe the
unobserved observer.

Now given the fact that others are likely to
check up on the more controllable aspects of
behavior by means of the less controllable, one
can expect that sometimes the individual will try
to exploit this very possibility, guiding the
impression he makes through behavior felt to be
reliably informing. For example, in gaining
admission to a tight social circle, the participant
observer may not only wear an accepting look
while listening to an informant, but may also be
careful to wear the same look when observing the
informant talking to others; observers of the
observer will then not ag easily discover where he
actually stands. A specific iflustration may be
cited from Shetland Isle. When a neighbor dropped
in to have a cup of tea, he would ordinarily wear

at least a hint of an expectant warm smile a5
passed through the door into the cottage. Sing
lack of physical obstructions outside the cott

B
and lack of light within it usually made it pogsj. -

ble to observe the visitor unobserved as b

approached the house, islanders sometimes took:.
pleasure in watching the visitor drop whateves:
expression he was manifesting and replace jt

with a sociable one just before reaching the door

However, some visitors, in appreciating that thig

examination was occurring, would blindly adopt

a social face a long distance from the house, thug

ensuring the projection of a constant image. .
This kind of control upon the part of the ind

vidual reinstates the symmetry of the communi-

cation process, and sets the stage for a kind of
information game—a potentially infinite cycl
of concealment, discovery, false revelation, and:

rediscovery. It should be added that since the:
others are likely to be relatively unsuspicious of
the presumably unguided aspect of the individu--
al’s conduct, he can gain much by controlling it.:
The others of course may sense that the individ-
ual is manipulating the presumably spontaneous’
aspects of his behavior, and seek in this very act.

of manipulation some shading of conduct that
the individual has not managed to control. This
again provides a check upon the individual’s

behavior, this time his presumably uncalculated

behavior, thus re-establishing the asymmetry of

the communication process. Here I would Iike:

only to add the suggestion that the arts of pierc-
ing an individual’s effort at calculated uninten-

tionality seem better developed than our capacity.
to manipulate our own behavior, so that regard-:

iess of how many steps have occurred in the
information game, the witness is likely to have
the advantage over the actor, and the initial
asymrmetry of the communication process is
likely to be retained.

When we allow that the individual projects a
definition of the situation when he appears
before others, we must also see that the others,
however passive their role may seem to be, will
themselves effectively project a definition of the
situation by virtue of their response to the indi-
vidual and by virtue of any lines of action they
initiate to him. Ordinarily the definitions of the
situation projected by the several different par-
ticipants are sufficiently attuned to one another

hat open contradiction will not occur. I do not

. siéan that there will be the kind of consensus that

es when each individual present candidly
xpresses what he really feels and honestly
grees with the expressed feelings of the others
resent. This kind of harmony is an optimistic

ideal and in any case not necessary for the
_smooth working of society. Rather, each partici-

ant is expected to suppress his immediate heart-
o|t feelings, conveying a view of the situation
hich he feels the others will be able to find at

“teast temporarily acceptable. The maintenance of

is surface of agreement, this veneer of consen-
iis, is facilitated by each participant concealing
is own wants behind statements which assert
values to which everyone present feels obliged to

give lip service. Further, there is usually a kind

f division of definitional labor. Each participant
-allowed to establish the tentative official rul-
ng regarding matters which are vital to him but

not immediately important to others, e.g., the
rationalizations and justifications by which he

diccounts for his past activity, In exchange for

‘this courtesy he remains silent or non-committal

n matters important to others but not immedi-
tely important to him. We have then a kind of
‘interactional modus vivendi. Together the partici-

pants contribute to a single over-all definition of
‘the situation which involves not so much a real
‘agreement as to what exists but rather a real
‘dgreement as to whose claims concerning what

ssues will be temporarily honored. Real agree-

sment will also exist concerning the desirability
“of avoiding an open conflict of definitions of the
“situation. 1 will refer to this level of agreement as
a “working consensus.” It is to be understood
‘that the working consensus established in one

interaction setting will be quite different in con-

:tent from the working consensus established in a
‘different type of setting. Thus, between two
Ariends at hunch, a reciprocal show of affection,
‘respect, and concern for the other is maintained.
In service occupations, on the other hand, the
.Specialist often maintaing an image of disinter-
-ested involvement in the problem of the client,
‘Wwhile the client responds with a show of respect
for the competence and integrity of the special-

st. Regardless of such differences in content,
however, the general form of these working

- arrangements is the same,
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In noting the tendency for a participant to
accept the definitional claims made by the others
present, we can appreciate the crucial importance
of the information that the individual initially
possesses or acquires concerning his fellow par-
ticipants, for it is on the basis of this initial infor-
mation that the individual starts to define the
situation and starts to build up lines of responsive
action. The individual’s initial projection com-
mits him to what he is proposing to be and
requires him to drop all pretenses of being other
things. As the interaction among the participants
progresses, additions and modifications in this
initial informational state will of course occur,
but it is essential that these later developments be
related without contradiction to, and even built
up from, the initial positions taken by the several
participants. It would seem that an individual can
more easily make a choice as to what line of
treatment to demand from and extend to the oth-
ers present at the beginning of an encounter than
he can alter the line of treatment that is being
pursued once the interaction is underway.

In everyday life, of course, there is a clear
understanding that first impressions are impor-
tant. Thus, the work adjustment of those in ser-
vice occupations will often hinge upon a capacity
to seize and hold the initiative in the service
relation, a capacity that will require subtle
aggressiveness on the part of the server when he
is of lower gocio-economic status than his client.
W. F. Whyte sugpests the waitress as an example:

The first point that stands out s that the wait-
ress who bears up under pressure does not
simply respond to her customers. She acts with
some skill to control their behavior. The first
question to ask when we look at the customer
relationship is, “Does the waitress get the jump
on the customer, or does the customer get the
jump on the waitress?” The skilled waitress
realizes the crucial nature of this question. . ..
The skilled waitress tackles the customer
with confidence and without hesitation. For
example, she may find that a new customer has
seated himself before she could clear off the
dirty dishes and change the cloth. He is now
leaning on the table studying the menu. She
greets him, says, “May I change the cover,
please?” and, without waiting for an answer,
takes his menu away from him so that he moves
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{he situation projected by another, we speak of
protective practices” or “tact.” Together, defen-
ive and protective practices comprise the tech-
ues emploved to safeguard the impression
astered by an individual during his presence
zfore others. It should be added that while we
may be ready to see that no fostered impression
“would survive if defensive practices were not
“employed, we are less ready perhaps to see that
ew impressions could survive if those who
sceived the Impression did not exert tact in their
eception of it.

In addition to the fact that precautions are
itaken to prevent disruption of projected defini-
tions, we may also note that an intense interest in
these disruptions comes to play a significant role
in the social life of the group. Practical jokes and
“social games are played in which embarrassments
“which are to be taken unseriously are purposely
‘engineered. Fantasies are created in which devas-
: tating exposures occur. Anecdotes from the past—
~real, embroidered, or fictitious—are told and
retold, detailing disruptions which occurred,
* almost occurred, or occurred and were admirably
esolved. There seems to be no grouping which
. does not have a ready supply of these games, rev-
eries, and cautionary tales, to be used as a source
: of humor, a catharsis for anxieties, and a sanction
: for inducing individuals to be modest m their
claims and reasonable in their projected expecta-
tions. The individual may tell himself through
¢ dreams of getting nto impossible positions. Fam-
: ilies tell of the time a guest got his dates mixed
. and arrived when neither the house nor anyone in
it was ready for him. Journalists tell of times when
- an all-too-meaningful misprint occurred, and the
© paper’s assurnption of objectivity or decorum was
humorously discredited. Public servants tell of
times a client ridiculously misunderstood form
ingtructions, giving answers which implied an
unanticipated and bizarre definition of the situa-
tion. Seamen, whose home away from home is
rigorously he-man, tell stories of coming back
home and madvertently asking mother to “pass
the fucking butter.” Diplomats tell of the time a
near-sighted queen asked a republican ambassa-
dor about the health of his king.

To summarize, then, I assume that when an
individual appears before others he will have
many motives for trying to conirol the impression

back from the table, and she goes about her
work. The relationship is handled politely but
firmly, and there is never any question as to
who is in charge.”

when the minute social system of face-to-facs
interaction breaks down.

In stressing the fact that the initial definitioy
of the situation projected by an individual tends’
to provide a plan for the co-operative activity:
that follows—in stressing this action point of
view-—we must not overlook the cruciat fact that
any projected definition of the situation also hag
a distinctive moral character. It is this moral
character of projections that will chiefly concern
us in this report. Society is organized on the prin-
ciple that any individual who possesses certain
social characteristics has a moral right to expect
that others will value and freat him in an appro-
priate way. Connected with this principle is &
second, namely that an individual who implicitly
or explicitly signifies that he has certain social
characteristics ought in fact to be what he claims
he is. In consequence, when an individval pro-
jects a definition of the siiuation and thereby
malkes an implicit or explicit claim to be a person
of a particular kind, he automatically exerts a
moral demand upon the others, obliging them to
value and treat him in the manner that persons of %
his kind have a right to expect. He also implicitly
forgoes all claims to be things he does not appear
to be and hence forgoes the treatment that would:-
be appropriate for such individuals. The others -
find, then, that the individual has informed them =
as to what is and as to what they ought 1o see as
the “is.”

One cannot judge the importance of defini- =
tional disruptions by the frequency with which
they occur, for apparently they would occur
more frequently were not constant precautions -
taken. We find that preventive practices are con- -
stantly employed to avoid these embarrassments -
and that corrective practices are constantly -
employed to compensate for discrediting occur- -
rences that have not been successfully avoided.
When the individual employs these strategies '
and tactics to protect his own projections, we
may refer to them as “defensive practices™; when
a participant employs them to save the definition

When the interaction that is initiated by “first
impressions™ is itself merely the initial interac-
tion in an extended series of interactions involv-
ing the same participants, we speak of “getting
off on the right foot” and feel that it is crucial
that we do so. Thus, one learns that some teach-
ers take the following view:

You can’t ever let them get the upper hand on
you or you're through, So I start out tough. The
first day I get a new class in, [ let them know
who’s boss. ... You've got to start off tough,
then you can ease up as you go aloeng. If you
start out easy-going, when you try to get tough,
they’11 just look at you and laugh.*

Similarly, attendants in mental institutions
may feel that if the new patient is sharply put in
his piace the first day on the ward and made to
see who is boss, much future difficulty will be
prevented.

Given the fact that the individual effectively
projects a definition of the situation when he
enters the presence of others, we can assume that
events may occur within the interaction which
contradict, discredit, or otherwise throw doubt
upon this projection. When these disruptive
events occur, the interaction itself may come to a
confused and embarrassed halt. Some of the
assumptions upon which the responses of the
participants had been predicated become unten-
able, and the participants find themselves lodged
in an interaction for which the situation has been
wrongly defined and is now no longer defined.
At such moments the individual whose presenta-
tion has been discredited may feel ashamed
while the others present may feel hostile, and all
the participants may come to feel ill at ease, non-
plussed, out of countenance, embarrassed, expe-
riencing the kind of anomy that is generated

YW. F. Whyte, “When Workers and Customers Meet,” Chap. VH, Industry and Society, ed. W. F. Whyte (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1946}, pp. 132-33.

“Teacher interview quoted by Howard 5. Becker, “Social Class Variations in the Teacher-Pupil Relationship,” .
Journal of Educational Socivlogy, XXV, p. 459.
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they receive of the situation. This report is con-
cerned with some of the common techniques that
persons employ to sustain such impressions and
with some of the common contingencies associ-
ated with the employment of these techniques.
The specific content of any activity presented by
the individual participant, or the role it plays in
the mterdependent activities of an on-going
social system, will not be at issue; I shail be con-
cemned only with the participant’s dramaturgical
problems of presenting the activity before others.
The issues dealt with by stage-craft and stage
management are sometimes trivial but they are
guite general; they seem to occur everywhere in
social life, providing a clear-cut dimension for
formal sociological analysis,

It will be convenient to end this introduction
with some definitions that are implied in what
has gone before and required for what is to fol-
low. For the purpose of this report, interaction
(that is, face-to-face interaction) may be roughly
defined as the reciprocal influence of individuals
upon one another’s actions when in one another’s
immediate physical presence. An interaction may
be defined as all the interaction which occurs
throughout any one occasion when a given set of
individuals are in one another’s continuous pres-
ence; the term “an encounter” would do as well.
A “performance” may be defined as all the activ-
ity of a given participant on a given occasion
which serves to influence in any way any of the
other participants. Taking a particular participant
and his performance as a basic point of reference,
we may refer to those who contribute the other
performances as the audience, observers, or co-
participants. The pre-established pattern of action
which is unfolded during a performance and
which may be presented or played through on
other occasions may be called a “part” or “rou-
tine.” These situational terms can easily be
related to conventional structural ones. When an
individual or performer plays the same part to the
same audience on different occasions, a social
relationship is likely to arise. Defining social role
as the enactment of rights and duties attached to
4 given status, we can say that a social role will
involve one or more parts and that each of these
different parts may be presented by the performer
on a series of occasions to the same kinds of
audience or to an audience of the same persons.
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PERFORMANCES that the cynic, with all his professional dig
volvement, may obtain unprofessional pleasureg
Beliefin the Part One Is Playing from his masquerade, .experiencing a kind of
gleeful spiritual aggression from the fact that pe

When an individual plays a part he implicitly  can toy at will with something his audience must
requests his observers to take seriously the take seriously.™ .
impression that is fostered before them. They are It is not assumed, of course, that all cynjcg]
asked to believe that the character they see actu-  performers are interested in deluding their audi:
ally possesses the attributes he appears to pos- ences for purposes of what is called “self-intes.
sess, that the task he performs wiil have the est” or private gain, A cynical individual may
consequences that are implicitly claimed for it, delude his audience for what he considers to b
and that, in general, matters are what they appear  their own good, or for the good of the commy:
to be. In line with this, there is the popular view nity, etc.... We know that in service Occupa-:
that the individual offers his performance and tions practitioners who may otherwise be sincere
puts on his show “for the benefit of other peo- are sometimes forced to defude their customers
ple.” It will be convenient to begin a consider- because their customers show such a heartfelt
ation of performances by turning the question demand for it. Doctors who are led into giving
around and looking at the individual’s own belief  placebos, filling station attendants who resig
in the impression of reality that he attempts to  edly check and recheck tire pressures for anxious
engender in those among whom he finds himself.  women motorists, shoe clerks who sell a shoe
At one extreme, one finds that the performer that fits but tell the customer it is the size she
can be fully taken in by his own act; he can be  wants to hear—these are cynical performers
sincerely convinced that the impression of reality  whose audiences will not allow them to be si
which he stages is the real reality. When his audi-  cere. Similarly, it seems that sympathetic patients
ence is also convinced in this way about the show  in mental wards will sometimes feign bizarre
he puts on—and this seems to be the typical symptoms so that student nurses will not be sub-
case—then for the moment at least, only the soci-  jected to a disappointingly sane performance. So
ologist or the socially disgruntled will have any  also, when inferiors extend their most lavish -
doubts about the “realness™ of what is presented.  reception for visiting superiors, the selfish desire
At the other extreme, we find that the per- to win favor may not be the chief motive; the
former may not be taken in at all by his own inferior may be tactfully attempting to put the
routine. This possibility is understandable, since  superior at ease by simulating the kind of world
no one is in quite as good an observational posi-  the superior is thought to take for granted. '
tion to see through the act as the person who puts I have suggested two extremes: an individual
it on. Coupled with this, the performer may be may be taken in by his own act or be cynical |
moved to guide the conviction of his audience about it. These extremes are something a little °
only as a means to other ends, having no ultimate more than just the ends of a continuum. Each °
concern in the conception that they have of him  provides the individual with a position which has
or of the situation. When the individual has no its own particular securities and defenses, so
belief in his own act and no ultimate concern with  there will be a tendency for those who have trav- |
the beliefs of his audience, we may call him eled close to one of these poles to complete the
cynical, reserving the term “sincere” for individ-  voyage. Starting with lack of inward belief in
uals who believe in the impression fostered by  one’s role, the individual may follow the natural
their own performance. it should be understood movement described by Park: '

/1t is probably no mere historical accident that First, there is the “setting,” involving furniture,
the word person, in its first meaning, is a mask. décor, physical layout, and other background
* 1t is rather a recognition of the fact that every- items which supply the scenery and stage props
one is always and everywhere, more or less for the spate of human action played out before,
consciously, playing a role.... It is in these within, or upon it. A setting tends to stay put,
 soles that we know each other; it is in these geographically speaking, so that those who would
roles that we know ourselves™ use a particular setting as part of their perfor-
= Inasense, and in so far as this mask repre- ) . . . have
“sents the conception we have formed of our- mance cannot begin their act un‘tll they
selves—the role we are striving to live up brought thqmseives to the appropriate place and
it po—this mask is our truer self, the self we must terminaie their perfonnance. when they
. would like to be. In the end, our conception of leave it. It is only in exceptional circumstances
> gur role becomes second nature and an integral that the setting follows along with the perform-
. part of our personality. We come into the world ers; we see this in the funeral cortége, the civic
as individuals, achieve character, and become parade, and the dreamlike processions that kings
persons.™ and queens are made of. In the main, these excep-
tions seem to offer some kind of extra protection
... While we can expect to find natural for performers who are, or who have momen-
movement back and forth between cynicism and  tarily become, highly sacred. These worthies are
incerity, still we must not rule out the kind of to be distinguished, of course, from quite profane
ansitional point that can be sustained on the performers of the peddler class who move their
‘strength of a little self-illusion. We find that the  place of work between performances, often being
“individual may attempt to induce the audience to  forced to do so. In the matter of having one fixed
“judge him and the situation in a particular way, place for one’s setting, a ruler may be too sacred,
‘and he may seek this judgment as an ultimate a peddler too profane. . . .

end in itself, and yet he may not completely I we take the term “setting” to refer to the
“believe that he deserves the valuation of self scenic parts of expressive equipment, one may
“which he asks for or that the impression of real- take the term “personal front” to refer to the
ity which he fosters is valid. . . . other items of expressive equipment, the items
that we most intimately identify with the per-
former himself and that we naturally expect will
foliow the performer wherever he goes. As part
I have been using the term “performance” to  of personal front we may include: insignia of
‘refer to all the activity of an individual which office or rank; clothing; sex, age, and racial char-
“ oceurs during a period marked by his continuous  acteristics; size and looks; posture; speech pat-
“ presence before a particular set of observers and  temns; facial expressions; bodily gestures; and the
“which has some influence on the observers. It like. Some of these vehicies for conveying signs,
- will be convenient to label as “front” that part of  such as racial characteristics, are relatively fixed
“the individual’s performance which regularly and over a span of time do not vary for the indi-
functions in a general and fixed fashion to define  vidual from one situation to another. On the other
he situation for those who observe the perfor- hand, some of these sign vehicles are relatively
- mance. Front, then, is the expressive equipment mobile or transitory, such as facial expression,
. of a standard kind intentionally or unwittingly —and can vary during a performance from one
employed by the individual during his perfor- moment to the next.

" mance. For preliminary purposes, it will be con- It is sometimes convenient to divide the stim-
. venient to distinguish and label what seem to be  uli which make up personal front into “appear-
* the standard parts of front, ance” and “manner,” according to the function

 Front

“*Perhaps the real crime of the confidence man is not that he takes money from his victims but that he robs all
of us of the belief that middle-class manners and appearance can be sustained only by middle-class people. A L

. . . . vilE s Free Press, 1950), p. 249.
disabused professional can be cynically hostile to the service relation his clients expect him to extend to them, Robert Ezea Park, Race and Culture (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free »p

the confidence man is in a position to hold the wheole “legit” world in this contempt. ' ~ "Tbid., p. 250




