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INTRODUCTION

When an individual enters the presence of others, they
commonly seek to acquire information about him or to
bring into play information about him already possessed.
They will be interested in his general socio-economic status,
his conception of self, his attitude toward them, his com-
petence, his trustworthiness, etc. Although some of this
information seems to be sought almost as an end in itself,
there are usually quite practical reasons for acquiring it.
Information about the individual helps to define the situa-
tion, enabling others to know in advance what he will expect
of them and what they may expect of him. Informed in
these ways, the others will know how best to act in order to
call forth a desired response from him.

For those present, many sources of information become
accessible and many carriers (or “sign-vehicles™) become
available for conveying this information. If unacquainted
with the individual, 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 ex-
perience that only individuals 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 documentary evi-
dence 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 per-
sistence and generality of psychological traits as a means of
predicting his present and future behavior.

However. during the period in which the individual is in
the immediate presence of the others, few events may occur
which directly provide the others with the conclusive infor-
mation they will need if they are to direct wisely their own
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activity. 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 in-
dividual can be ascertained only indirectly, through his
avowals or through what appears to be involuntary ex-
pressive 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 eating the pudding that the proof can be found
in. They will be forced to accept some events as conven-
tional 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
himself, 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 radi-
cally 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 admit-
tedly and sclely to convey the information that he and the
others are known to attach to these symbols. This is com-
munication 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 distine-
tion 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. :

Taking communication in both its narrow and broad
sense, one finds that when the individual is in the imme-
diate presence of others, his activity will have a promissory
character. The others are likely to find that they must ac-
cept the individual on faith, offering him a just return

1 Gustav Ichheiser, “Misunderstandings in Human Relations,”
'SupEIement to The American Journal of Sociology, LV (Sep-
tember, 194g), pp. 6-7.
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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 cowrse, the others also live by in-
ference 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 facilitate and
hinder this inferential process.) The security that they jus-
tifiably feel in making inferences 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 cbviate the ne-
cessity of acting on the basis of inferences. As William L
Thomas suggested: :

It is also highly important for us to realize that we do
not as a matter of fact lead our lives, make our decisions,
and reach our goals in everyday life either statistically
or scientifically. 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
spoons. But inferentially I will not, and inferentially you
have me as a guest.? '

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 rid of, confuse, mislead, an-
tagonize, or insult them. Regardless of the particular ob-
jective which the individual has in mind and of his motive
for having this objective, it will be in his interests to control
the conduct of the others, especially their responsive treat-
ment of him.3 This control is achieved largely by influenc-

2 Quoted in E. H. Volkart, editor, Soctal Behavior and Person-

ality, Contributions of W. 1. Thomas to Theory and Social Re-
search {(New York: Social Science Research Council, 1951),

p- 5
8 Here I owe much to an unpublished paé)her by Tom Burns of
the University of Edinburgh, He presents the argument that in
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ing the definition of the situation which the others come
to formulate, and he can influence this definition by ex-
pressing himself in such a way as to give them the kind of
impression that will lead them to act voluntarily in accord-
ance with his own plan. Thus, when an individual appears
in the presence of others, there will usually be some reason
for him to mobilize his activity so that it will convey an
impression to others which it is in his interests to convey.
Since a girl's dormitory mates will glean evidence of her
popularity from the calls she receives on the phone, we
can suspect that some girls will arrange for calls to be made,
and Willard Waller’s inding can be anticipated:

It has been reported by many observers that a girl who
is called to the telephone in the dormitories will often
allow herself to be called several times, in order to give
all the other girls ample opportunity to hear her paged.

‘Of the two kinds of communication—expressions given
and expressions given off—this report will be primarily con-
cerned with the latter, with the more theatrical and con-
textual kind, the non-verbal, presumably unintentional
kind, whether this communication be purposely engineered
or not. As an example of what we must try to examine, I
would like to cite at length a novelistic incident in which
Preedy, a vacationing Englishman, makes his first appear-
ance on the beach of his summer hotel in Spain:

But in any case he took care to avoid catching anyone’s
eye. First of all, he had to make it clear to those potential

companions of his holiday that they were of no con-

cern to him whatsoever. He stared through them, round

all interaction a basic underlying theme is the desire of each
participant to guide and control the responses made by the
others present. A similar argument has-been advanced by Jay
Haley in a recent unpublished paper, but in regard to a special
kind of control, that having to do with defining the nature of
the relationship of those involved in the interaction.

4 Willard Waller, “The Rating and Dating Complex,” Amer-
tcan Sociological Review, 11, p. 730.
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them, over them—eyes lost in space. The beach might
have been empty. If by chance a ball was thrown his
way, he looked surprised; then let a smile of amusement
lighten his face (Kindly Preedy), looked round dazed
to see that there were people on the beach, tossed it
back with a smile to himself and not a smile af the peo-
ple, and then resumed carelessly his nonchalant survey
of space,

But it was time to institute a littlo parade, the parade
of the Ideal Preedy. By devious handlings he gave any
who wanted to look a chance to see the title of his book—
a Spanish translation 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 seal There were alter-
native rituals. The first involved the stroll that turns into
a8 run and a dive straight into the water, thereafter
smoothing into a strong splashless crawl towards the ho-
rizon. But of course not really to the horizon. Quite sud-
denly he would tum on to his back and thrash great
white splashes with his legs, somehow thus showing that
he could have swum further had he wanted to, and then
would stand up 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 stroll down and into the edge of the
water—not even noticing his toes were wet, land and
water all the same to him/—with his eyes up at the sky
gravely surveying portents, invisible to others, of the
weather (Local Fisherman Preedy).b

5 William Sansom, A Contest of Ladies (London: Hogarth,
1956), pp. 230-32.
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The novelist means us to see that Preedy is improperly
concerned with the extensive impressions he feels his sheer
bodily action is giving off to those around him. We can
malign Preedy further 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 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 correctly and
incorrectly glean from someone in their midst.

I have said that when an individual appears before others
his - actions will influence the definition of the sitvation
which they come to have. Sometimes the individual will
act in a thoroughly calculating manrer, 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 concerned to obtain. Sometimes the individual will be
calculating in his activity but be relatively unaware that
this is the case. Sometimes he will intentionally and con-
sciously express himself in a particular way, but chiefly
because the tradition of his group or social status require
this kind of expression and not because of any particular
response (other than vague acceptance or approval) that
is likely to be evoked from those impressed by the expres-
sion. Sometimes the traditions of an individual’s role will
lead him to give a well-designed impression of a particular
kind and yet he may be neither consciously nor uncon-
sciously disposed to create such an impression. The others,
in their turn, may be suitably impressed by the individual’s
efforts to convey something, or may misunderstand the sit-
uation and come to conclusions that are warranted neither
by the individual’s intent nor by the facts. In any case, in
so far as the others act as if 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” fostered
the understanding that a given state of affairs obtains.

INTRODUGTION 7

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 manipulate at
will, being chiefly his verbal assertions, and a part in regard
to which he seems to have little 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 va-
lidity of what is conveyed by the governable aspects. In
this a fundamental asymmetry is demonstrated in the com-
munication 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 crofter’s wife, in serving native dishes to a visitor from
the mainland 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 eagemess
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 indi-
vidual will try to exploit this very possibility, guiding the
impression he makes through bebavior felt to be reliably
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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 in-
formant talking to others; observers of the observer will
then not as easily discover where he actually stands. A
specific illustration 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
as he passed through the door into the cottage. Since lack
of physical obstructions outside the cottage and lack of
Light within it usually made it possible to observe the visitor
unobserved as he approached the house, islanders some-
times took pleasure in watching the visitor drop whatever
expression he was manifesting and replace it with a sociable
one just before reaching the door. However, some visitors,
in appreciating that this examination was occurring, would
blindly adopt a social face a long distance from the house,
thus ensuring the projection of a constant image.

This kind of control upon the part of the individual rein-
states the symmetry of the communication process, and sets
the stage for a kind of information game--a potentially in-
finite cycle of concealment, discovery, false revelation, and
rediscovery. It should be added that since the others are
likely to be relatively unsuspicious of the presumably un-
guided aspect of the individual’s conduct, he can gain much
by controlling it. The others of course may sense that the
individual is manipulating the presumably spontaneous as-
pects of his behavior, and seek in this very act of manipula-
tion 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 com-
munication process. Here I would like only to add the sug-
gestion that the arts of piercing an individual's effort at

6 The widely read and rather sound writings of Stephen Potter
are concerned in part with signs that can be engineered to give
a shrewd observer the apparently incidental cues he needs to
discover concealed virtues fg\e gamesman does not in fact possess,
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calculated unintentionality seem better developed than our
capacity to manipulate our own behavior, so that regardless
of how many steps have occurred in the information gam
the witness is likely to have the advantage over the actor
and the initial asymmetry 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 individual
and by virtue of any lines of action they initiate to him,
Ordinarily the definitions of the situation projected by the
geveral different participants are sufficiently attuned to one
another so that open contradiction will not occur. I do not
mean that there will be the kind of consensus that arises
when each individual present candidly expresses what he
really feels and honestly agrees with the expressed feelings
of the others present, This kind of harmony is an optimistic
ideal and in any case not necessary for the smooth working
of society, Rather, each participant is expected to suppress
his immediate heartfelt feelings, conveying a view of the
situation which he feels the others will be able to find at
least temporarily acceptable. The maintenance of this sur-
face of agreement, this veneer of consensus, is facilitated by
each participant concealing his own wants behind state-
ments which assert values to which everyone present feels
obliged to give lip service. Further, there is usually a kind
of division of definitional labor. Each participant is al-
lowed to establish the tentative official ruling regarding
matters which are vital to him but not immediately im-
portant to others, e.g., the rationalizations and justifications
by which he accounts for his past activity. In exchange for-
this courtesy he remains silent or non-committal on matters
important to others but not immediately important to him.
We have then a kind of interactional modus vivendi. To-
gether the participants contribute to a single over-all defini-
tion of the situation which involves not so much a real
agreement as to what exists but rather a real agreement
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as to whose claims concerning what issues will be tempo-
rarily honored. Real agreement will also exist concerning
the desirability of avoiding an open conflict of definitions
of the situation.? I 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 content from the working consensus established
in a different type of setting. Thus, between two friends at
lunch, a reciprocal show of affection, respect, and concern
for the other is maintained. In service occupations, on the
other hand, the specialist often maintains an image of dis-
interested involvement in the problem of the client, while
the client responds with a show of respect for the com-
petence and integrity of the specialist. Regardless of such
differences in content, however, the general form of these
working arrangements is the same,

In noting the tendency for a participant to accept the
definitional claims made by the others present, we can ap-
preciate the crucial importance of the information that the
individual initially possesses or acquires concerning his fel-
low participants, for it is on the basis of this initial informa-
tion that the individual starts to define the situation and
starts to build up lines of responsive action. The individual’s
initial projection commits 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 devel-
opments be related without contradiction to, and even built
up from, the initial positions taken by the several partic-

7 An interaction can be purposely set up as a time and place
for voicing differences in opinion, but in such cases participants
must be careful to agres not to disagree on the proper tone of
voice, vocabulary, and degree of seriousness in which all argu-
ments are to be phrased, and upon the mutual respect which
disagreeing participants must carefully continue to express to-
ward one another, This debaters’ or academic definition of the
situation may also be invoked suddenly and judiciously as a way
of translating a serious conflict of views into one that can be
handled within a framework acceptable to all present.
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ipants. 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 others 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 important. Thus, the work adjust-
ment of those in service occupations will often hinge upon
& 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 socio-economic
status than his client. W. F. Whyte suggests the waitress
as an example:;

The first point that stands out is that the waitress who
bears up under pressure does not simply respond to her
customers. She acts with some skill to control their be-
havior. The first question to ask when we lock 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 confi-
dence and without hesitation. For example, she may find
that 2 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 1 change the cover, please?” and, without
waiting for an answer, takes his menu away from him so
that he moves 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.8

When the interaction that is initiated by “first impressions”
is itself merely the initial interaction in an extended series
of interactions involving the same participants, we speak of
“getting off on the right foot” and feel that it is crucial that

8 W. F. Whyte, “When Workers and Customers Meet,” Chalg

VII, Industry and Society, ed. W. F. Whyte (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1946}, pp. 132-33.
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we do so. Thus, one learns that some teachers 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
Bew class in, I let them know who's boss . . , You've got
to start off tough, then you can ease up as you go along.
If you start out easy-going, when you try to get tough,
they'll just look at you and laugh.?

Similarly, attendants in mental institutions may feel that if
the new patient is sharply put in his place the first day on
the ward and made to see who is boss, much futwre diffi-
culty will be prevented.1?

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 be-
come untenable, and the participants find themsclves
lodged in an interaction for which the situation has been
wrongly defined and is now no longer defined. At such
moments the individual whose presentation has been dis-
credited may feel ashamed while the others present may
feel hostile, and all the participants may come to feel ill at
ease, nonplussed, out of countenance, embarrassed, experi-
encing the kind of anomy that is generated when the mi-
nute social system of face-to-face interaction breaks down.

In stressing the fact that the initial definition of the
situation projected by an individual tends to provide a plan
for the co-operative activity that follows—in stressing this

® Teacher interview quoted by Howard S. Becker, “Social
Class Variations in the Teacher-Pupil Relationship,” Joumal
of Educational Sociology, XXV, p. 459.

10 Harold Taxel, “Authority Structure in a- Mental Hos ital
Ward” (unpubhshed Master's thesis, Department of Sociology,
University of Chicago, 1953).
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action point of view—we must not overlook the crucial fact
that any projected definition of the situation also has a
distinctive moral character, It is this moral character of
projections that will chiefly concern us in this report. Soci-
ety is organized on the principle that any individual who | |
possesses certain social characteristics has a moral right to
expect that others will value and treat him in an appropri-
ate way. Connected with this principle is a 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 individual
projects a definition of the sitnation and thereby makes
an implicit or explicit claim to be a person of a particu-
lar 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 to see as the “is.”

One cannot judge the importance of definitional disrup-~
tions by the frequency with which they occur, for appar-
ently they would occur more frequently were not constant
precautions taken. We find that preventive practices are
constantly employed to avoid these embarrassments and
that corrective practices are constantly employed to com-
pensate for discrediting occurrences 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 partic-
ipant employs them to save the definition of the situation
projected by another, we speak of “protective practices™ or

11 This role of the witness in limiting what it is the individual
can be has been stressed by Existentialists, who see it as a basic
threat to individual freedom. See Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and
Nothingness, trans. by Hazel E, Barnes ( New York: Pl:n]osoph-
ical Library, 1956}, p. 365 ff.
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“tact.” Together, defensive and protective practices com-
-prise the techniques employed to safeguard the impression
fostered by an individual during his presence before 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
few impressions could survive if those who received the
impression did not exert tact in their reception of it.

In addition to the fact that precautions are taken to
prevent disruption of projected definitions, we may also
note that an intense interest in these disruptions comes to
play a significant role in the social life of the group. Practi-
cal jokes and social games are played in which embarrass-
ments which are to be taken unseriously are purposely
engineered.’? Fantasies are created in which devastating
exposures occur. Anecdotes from the past—real, embroi-
dered, or fictitious—are told and retold, detailing disruptions
which occurred, almost occwrred, or occurred and were
admirably resolved. There seems to be no grouping which
does not have a ready supply of these games, reveries, and
cautionary tales, to be used as a source of humor, a cathar-
sis for anxieties, and a sanction for inducing individuals to
be modest in their claims and reasonable in their projected
expectations. The individual may tell himself through
dreams of getting into impossible positions. Families 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 mis-
print occwrred, and the paper’s assumption of objectivity
or decorum was humorously discredited. Public servants tell
of times a client ridiculously misunderstood form instruc-
tions, giving answers which implied an unanticipated and
bizarre definition of the situation.!® Seamen, whose home
away from home is rigorously he-man, tell stories of coming
back home and inadvertently asking mother to “pass the

12 Goffman, op. cit., pp. 319-27.

18 Peter Blau, “Dynamics of Bureaucracy” (Ph.D. disserta-
tion, Department of Sociology, Columbia University, forth-
coraing, University of Chicago Press), pp. 127-29.
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fucking butter.”14 Diplomats tell of the time a near-sighted
queen asked a republican ambassador about the health of
his king.18

To summarize, then, I assume that when an individual
appears before others he will have many motives for trying
to control the impression they receive of the situation. This
report is concerned with some of the common techniques
that persons employ to sustain such impressions and with
some of the common contingencies associated with the em-
ployment of these techniques. The specific content of any
activity presented by the individual participant, or the role
it plays in the interdependent activities of an on-going
social system, will not be at issue; I shall be concerned 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 quite 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 follow. 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 imme-
diate physical presence. An interaction may be defined as
all the interaction which occurs throughout any one occa-
sion when a given set of individuals are in one another’s
continuous presence; the term “an encounter” would do
as well. A “performance” may be defined as all the activity
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

14 Walter M. Beattie, Jr., “The Merchant Seaman” (un-
published M.A. Report, Department of Sociology, University
of Chicago, 1950), p. 35.

16 Sir Frederick Ponsonby, BRecollections of Three Reigns
(New York: Dutton, 1952), p. 46.
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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 pre-
sented or played through on other occasions may be called
a “part” or “routine.”8 These situational terms can easily
be related to conventional structural ones. When an indi-
vidual or performer plays the same part to the same audi-
ence on different occasions, a social relationship is likely to
arise. Defining social role as the enactment of rights and
duties attached to a 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,

.18 For comments on the im of distinguishing between
a routine of interaction and ggtanee icular instanoagmmgvhen this
routine is played through, see John von Neumann and Oskar
Morgenstern, The Theory of Games and Economic Behavious
{2nd ed.; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1947), p. 49
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Chapter I

PERFORMANCES

Belief in the Part One is Playing

When an individual plays a part he implicitly requests his
observers to take seriously the impression that is festered
before them. They are asked to believe that the character
they see actually possesses the attributes he appears to
possess, that the task he performs will have the conse-
quences that are implicitly claimed for it, and that, in gen-
eral, matters are what they appear to be. In line with this,
there is the popular view that the individual offers his per-
formance and puts on his show “for the benefit of other
people.” It will be convenient to begin a consideration of
performances by turning the question around and looking
at the individual's own belief in the impression of reality
that he attempts to engender in those among whom he finds
himself.

At one extreme, one finds that the performer can be fully
taken in by his own act; he can be sincerely convinced
that the impression of reality which he stages is the real
reality, When his audience is also convinced in this way
about the show he puts on—and this seems to be the typical
case—then for the moment at least, only the sociologist or
the socially disgruntied will have any doubts about the
*realness™ of what is presented.

At the other extreme, we find that the performer may
not be taken in at all by his own routine, This possibility is
understandable, since no one is in quite as good an obser-
vational position to see through the act as the person who
puts it on, Coupled with this, the performer may be moved
to guide the conviction of his audience only as a means to
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other ends, having no ultimate concern in the conception
that they have of him or of the situation. When the indi-
vidual has no belief in his own act and no ultimate concern
with the beliefs of his audience, we may call him cynical,
reserving the term “sincere” for individuals who believe
in the impression fostered by their own performance. It
should be understood that the cynic, with all his profes-
sional disinvolvement, may obtain unprofessional pleasures
from his masquerade, experiencing a kind of gleeful spirit-
val aggression from the fact that he can toy at will with
something his audience must take seriously.l

It is not assumed, of course, that all cynical performers
are interested in deluding their audiences for purposes of
what is called “self-interest” or private gain. A cynical indi-
vidual may delude his audience for what he considers to
be their own good, or for the good of the community, ete.
For illustrations of this we need not appeal to sadly en-
lightened showmen such as Marcus Aurelius or Hsun Tz,
We know that in service occupations practitioners who may
otherwise be sincere are sometimes forced to delude their
customers because their customers show such a heartfelt
demand for it. Doctors who are led into giving placebos,
filling station attendants who resignedly check and recheck
tire pressures for anxious women motorists, shoe clerks who
sell a shoe that fits but tell the customer it is the size she
wants to hear—these are cymical performers whose audi-
ences will not allow them to be sincere. Similarly, it seems
that sympathetic patients in mental wards will sometimes
feign bizarre symptoms so that student nurses will not be
subjected to a disappointingly sane performance.? So also,

© 1 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-clas- manners and appearance can be sus-
tained only by middle class people. A disabused professional
can be eynically hostile to the service relation his clients expect
him to extend to then:. the confidenct man is in a position to
hold the whole “legit” world in this contenlllpt.

2 See Taxel, op. cit., p. 4. Harry Stack Sullivan has suggested
that the tact of institutionalized performers can operate in the
other direction, resulting in a kind of noblesse-oblige sanity,

PERFORMANCES 19

when inferiors extend their most lavish reception for visit-
ing superiors, the selfish desire to win favor may not be the
chief motive; the inferior may be tactfully attempting to
put the superior at ease by simulating the kind of world
the superior is thought to take for granted.

I have suggested two extremes: an individual may be
taken in by his own act or be cynical about it. These ex-
tremes are something a little more than just the ends of a
continuum, Fach provides the individual with a position
which has its own particular securities and defenses, so
there will be a tendency for those who have traveled close
to one of these poles to complete the voyage. Starting with
lack of inward belief in one’s role, the individual may follow
the natural movement described by Park:

It is probably no mere historical accident that the
word person, in its first meaning, is a mask. It is rather a

cognition of the fact that everyone is always and every-
where, more or less consciously, playing a role . . . It
is in these roles that we know each other; it is in these
roles that we know ourselves.?

In a sense, and in so far as this mask represents the
conception we have formed of ourselves—the role we are
striving to live up to—this mask is our truer self, the self
we would like to be. In the end, our conception of our
role becomes second nature and an integral part of our

See his “Socio-Psychiatric Research,” American Journal of
Psychiatry, X, pp. g87-88.
“A study of ‘social recoveries’ in one of our large mental hospitals
some years ago taught me that patients were often released from
care because they had learned not to manifest symgtoms to the
environing persons; in other words, had integrated enough of
the personal environment to realize the prejudice opposed to
their delusions, It seemed almost as if they grew wise enough
to be tolerant of the imbecility surrounding them, having finally
discovered that it was stupidity and not malice. They could
then secure satisfaction from contact with others, while discharg-
ing a part of their cravings by psychotic means.”

3 Robert Ezra Park, Race and Culiure {Glencoe, Ill.; The
Free Press, 1950), p. 249.
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personality. We come into the world as individuals,
achieve character, and become persons.4

This may be illustrated from the community life of Shet-
land.® For the last four or five years the island’s tourist
hotel has been owned and operated by a married couple
of crofter origins. From the beginning, the owners were
forced to set aside their own conceptions as to how life
ought to be led, displaying in the hotel a full round of
middle-class services and amenities. Lately, however, it ap-
pears that the managers have become less cynical about
the performance that they stage; they themselves are be-
coming middle class and more and more enamored of the
selves their clients impute to them.

Another illustration may be found in the raw recruit who
initially follows army etiquette in order to avoid physical
punishment and eventually comes to follow the rules so
that his organization will not be shamed and his officers
and fellow soldiers will respect him.

As suggested, the cycle of disbelief-to-belief can be fol-
lowed in the other direction, starting with conviction or
insecure aspiration and ending in cynicism. Professions
which the public holds in religious awe often allow their
recruits to follow the cycle in this direction, and often re-
cruits follow it in this direction not because of a slow reali-
zation that they are deluding their audience—for by ordi-
nary social standards the claims they make may be quite
valid—but because they can use this cynicism as a means of
insulating their inner selves from contact with the audience.
And we may even expect to find typical careers of faith,
with the individual starting out with one kind of involve-
ment in the performance he is required to give, then moving
back and forth several times between sincerity and cynicism
before completing all the phases and turning-points of self-
belief for a person of his station. Thus, students of medical
schools suggest that idealistically oriented beginners in

4 Ibid., p. 250.
b Shetland Isle study.
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medical school typically lay aside their holy aspirations for
a period of time. During the first two years the students
find that their interest in medicine must be dropped that
they may give all their time to the task of learning how to
get through examinations. During the next two years they
are too busy learning about diseases to show much concern
for the persons who are diseased. It is only after their medi-
cal schooling has ended that their original ideals about
medical service may be reasserted.®

While we can expect to find natural movement back and
forth between cynicism and sincerity, still we must not rule
out the kind of transitional point that can be sustained on
the strength of a Lttle self-illusion. We find that the indi-
vidual may attempt to induce the audience to judge him
and the situation in a particular way, and he may seek this
judgment as an ultimate end in itself, and yet he may not
completely believe that he deserves the valuation of self
which he asks for or that the impression of reality which
he fosters is valid. Another mixture of cynicism and belief
is suggested in Kroeber’s discussion of shamanisr:

Next, there is the old question of deception. Probably
most shamans or medicine men, the world over, help
along with sleight-of-hand in curing and especially in
exhibitions of power. This sleight-of-hand is sometimes
deliberate; in many cases awareness is perhaps not
deeper than the foreconscious. The attitude, whether
there has been repression or not, seems to be as toward
a pious fraud, Field ethnographers seem quite generally
convinced that even shamans who know that they add
fraud nevertheless also believe in their powers, and es-
pecially in those of other shamans: they consult them
when they themselves or their children are ill.7

8 H. 5. Becker and Blanche Greer, “The Fate of Idealism in
Medical School,” American Sociological Review, 23, pPp. 50-56.

7 A, L. Kroeber, The Nature of Culture (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1952), p- 311
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Front

I have been using the term “performance” to refer to all
the activity of an individual which oceurs during a period
marked by his continuous presence before a particular set
of observers and which has some influence on the observers,
It will be convenient to label as “front™ that part of the
individual’s performance which regularly functions in a
general and fixed fashion to e situation for those
who observe the performance. (.;Emnt, j):]ben, is the expressive
equipment of a standard kind inténtionally or unwittingly
employed by the individual during his performance. For
preliminary purposes, it will be convenient to distinguish
and label what seem tandard parts of front.

First, there is theltfs-Sﬁ involving furniture, décor,
physical layout, and oEEEr-B%ckground items which supply
the scenery and stage props for the spate of human action
played out before, within, or upon it. A setting tends to
stay put, geographically speaking, so that those who would
use a particular setting as part of their performance cannot
begin their act until they have brought themselves to the
appropriate place and must terminate their performance
when they leave it. It is only in exceptional circumstances
that the setting follows along with the performers; we see
this in the funeral cortége, the civic parade, and the dream-
like processions that kings and queens are made of. In the
main, these exceptions seem to offer some kind of exira
protection for performers who are, or who have momen-
tarily become, highly sacred. These worthies are to be dis-
tinguished, of course, from quite profane performers of the
peddler class who move their place of work between per-
formances, often being forced to do so. In the matter of

having one fixed place for one’s setting, a ruler may be too

sacred, a peddler too profane.
In thinking about the scenic aspects of front, we tend to
think of the living room in a particular house and the small

number of performers who can thoroughly identify them- .

selves with it. We have given insufficient attention to

PERFORMANCES 23

assemblages of sign-equipment which large numbers of per-
formers can call their own for short periods of time, It is
characteristic of Western European countries, and no doubt
a source of stability for them, that a large number of lux-
urious settings are available for hire to anyone of the right
kind who can afford them. One illustration of this may be
cited from a study of the higher civil servant in Britain:

The question how far the men who rise to the top in
the Civil Service take on the “tone” or “color”™ of a class
other than that to which they belong by birth is delicate
and difficult. The only definite information bearing on
the question is the figures relating to the membership of
the great London clubs. More than three-quarters of our
high administrative officials belong to one or more clubs
of high status and considerable luxury, where the en-
trance fee might be twenty guineas or more, and the
annual subsecription from twelve to twenty guineas. These
institutions are of the upper class (not even of the upper-
middle) in their premises, their equipment, the style of
living practiced there, their whole atmosphere. Though
many of the members would not be described as wealthy,
only a wealthy man would unaided provide for himself
and his family space, food and drink, service, and other
amenities of life to the same standard as he will find at
the Union, the Travellers’, or the Reform.?

Another example can be found in the recent development
of the medical profession where we find that it is increas-
ingly important for a doctor to have access to the elaborate
scientific stage provided by large hospitals, so that fewer
and fewer doctors are able to feel that their setting is a
place that they can lock up at night.?

If we take the term “setting” to refer to the scenic parts
of expressive equipment, one may take the term “personal

1 H. E. Dale, The Higher Civil Service of Great Britain (Ox-
ford: Oxford Um'versiiiy Press, 1941), p. 50.

2 David Solomon, “Career Contingencies of Chicago Physi-
cians” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Department of Sociol-
ogy, University of Chicago, 1952}, p. 74-
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front” to refer to the other items of expressive equipment,
the items that we most intimately identify with the per-
former himself and that we naturally expect will follow the
performer wherever he goes. As part of personal front we
may include: ‘insignia of office or rank; clothing; sex, age,
and racial characteristics; size and looks; posture; speech
patterns; facial expressions; bodily gestures; and the like.
Some of these vehicles for conveying signs, such as racial
characteristics, are relatively fixed and over a span of time
do not vary for the individual from one situation to another.
On the other hand, some of these sign vehicles are relatively
mobile or transitory, such as facial expression, and can vary
during a performance from one moment to the next.

It is sometimes convenient to divide the stimuli which
make up personal front into “appearance™ and “manner,”
according to the function performed by the information that
these stimuli convey. "Appearance™ may be taken to refer
to those stimuli which function at the time to tell us of the
performer’s social statuses. These stimuli also tell us of the
individual’s temporary ritual state, that is, whether he is
engaging in formal social activity, work, or informal recrea-
tion, whether or not he is celebrating a new phase in the
season cycle or in his life-cycle, “Manner™ may be taken
to refer to those stimuli which function at the time to warn
us of the interaction role the performer will expect to play
in the oncoming situation. Thus a haughty, aggressive man-
ner may give the impression that the performer expects to
be the one who will initiate the verbal interaction and direct
its course. A meek, apologetic manner may give the im-
pression that the performer expects to follow the lead of
others, or at least that he can be led to do so.

We often expect, of course, a confirming consistency be-
tween appearance and manner; we expect that the differ-
ences in social statuses among the interactants will be
expressed in some way by congruent differences in the indi-
cations that are made of an expected interaction role. This
type of coherence of front may be illustrated by the follow-
ing description of the procession of a mandarin through a
Chinese city:
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Comning closely behind . . . the luxurious chair of the
mandarin, carried by eight bearers, fills the vacant space
in the street. He is mayor of the town, and for all practi-
cal purposes the supreme power in it. He is an ideal-
looking official, for he is large and massive in appearance,
whilst he has that stern and uncompromising look that is
supposed to be necessary in any magistrate who would
hope to keep his subjects in order. He has a stern and
forbidding aspect, as though he were on his way to the
execution ground to have some criminal decapitated.
This is the kind of air that the mandarins put on when
they appear in public. In the course of many years’ ex-
perience, I have never once seen any of them, from the
highest to the lowest, with a smile on his face or a look
of sympathy for the people whilst he was being carried
officially through the streets.®

But, of course, appearance and manner may tend to con-
tradict each other, as when a performer who appears to be
of higher estate than his audience acts in a manner that is
unexpectedly equalitarian, or intimate, or apologetic, or
when a performer dressed in the garments of a high position
presents himself to an individual of even higher status.

In addition to the expected consistency between appear-
ance and manner, we expect, of course, some coherence
among setting, appearance, and manner.* Such ccherence
represents an ideal type that provides us with a means of
stimulating our attention to and interest in exceptions. In
this the student is assisted by the journalist, for exceptions
to expected consistency among setting, appearance, and
manner provide the piquancy and glamor of many careers
and the salable appeal of many magazine articles. For -
example, a New Yorker profile on Roger Stevens (the real
estate agent who engineered the sale of the Empire State
Building) comments on the startling fact that Stevens has a

8]. Macgowan, Sidelights on Chinese Life (Philadelphia:
Lippincott, 1g08), p. 187,

4 Cf, Kenneth Burke’s comments on the “scene-act-agent
ratio,” A Grammar of Motives (New York: Prentice-Hall, 1945 ),

pp. 6-9.
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small house, a meager office, and no letterhead stationery.

In order to explore more fully the relations among the
several parts of social front, it will be convenient to consider
here a significant characteristic of the information conveyed
by front, namely, its abstractness and generality.

- However specialized and unique a routine is, its social
front, with certain exceptions will tend to claim facts that
can be equally claimed and asserted of other, somewhat
different routines, For example: many service occupations
offer their clients a performance that is illuminated with
dramatic expressions of cleanliness. modernity, compe
tence, and integrity. While in fact these abstract standards
bave a different significance in different occupational per.
formances the observer is encouraged to stress the abstract
similarities For the observer this is a wonderful. though
sometimer disastrous, convenience. Instead of having to
maintain & different patterr. of expectation and responsive
treatment for each slightly different performer and per-
formance he can place the: situation in a broad category
around which it is easy for him to mobilize his past ex-
perience and stereo-typical thinking. Observers then need
only be familiar with a small and hence manageable vocab-
ulary of fronts, and know how to respond to them, in order
to orient themselves in a wide variety of situations. Thus
in London the current tendency for chimney sweeps® and

perfume clerks to wear white lab coats tends to provide

the client with an understanding that the delicate tasks
performed by these persons will be performed in what has
become a standardized. clinical confidential manner.
There are grounds for believing that the tendency for a
large number of different acts to be presented from behind
a small oumber of fronts is a natural development in social
organization. Radcliffe-Brown has suggested this in his
claim that a “descriptive” kinship system which gives each
person a unique place may work for very small communi-

J , “Closings and Openings,” The New Yorker,
February 13 and 20, 1954.

8 See Mervyn Jones, “White as a Sweep,” The New Statesman
and Nation, December 6, 1952.
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ties, but, as the number of persons becomes large, clan
segmentation becomes necessary as a means of providing a
less complicated system of identifications and treatments.”
We see this tendency illustrated in factories, barracks, and
other large social establishments. Those who organize these
establishments find it impossible to provide a special caf-
eteria, special modes of payment, special vacation rights,
and special sanitary facilities for every line and staff status
category in the organization, and at the same time they
feel that persons of dissimilar status ought not to be indis-
criminately thrown together or classified together. As a
compromise, the full range of diversity is cut at a few
crucial points, and all those within a given bracket are
allowed or obliged to maintain the same social front in cer-
tain situatons.

In addition to the fact that different routines may employ
the same front, it is to be noted that a given social front
tends to become institutionalized in terms of the abstract
stereotyped expectations to which it gives rise, and tends to
take on a meaning and stability apart from the specific
tasks which happen at the time to be performed in its name.
The front becomes a collectlve representation” and a fact,
in its own right,

When an actor takes on an established social role, usually
he finds that a particular front has already been established
for it. Whether his acquisition of the role was primarily
motivated by a desire to perform the given task or by a
desire to maintain the corresponding front, the actor will
find that he must do both,

Further, if the individual takes on a task that is not only
new to him but also unestablished in the society, or if he
attempts to change the light in which his task is viewed,
he is likely to find that there are already several well-
established fronts among which he must choose. Thus,
when a task is given a new front we seldom find that the
front it is given is itself new.

7 A. R, Radcliffe-Brown, “The Social Organization of Austra-
Han Tribes,” Oceania, I, 440.
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Since fronts tend to be selected, not created, we may
expect trouble to arise when those who perform a given
task are forced to select a suitable front for themselves
from among several quite dissimilar ones. Thus, in military
organizations, tasks are always developing which (it is felt)
require too much authority and skill to be carried out be-
hind the front maintained by one grade of personnel and
too little authority and skill to be carried out behind the
front maintained by the next grade in the hierarchy. Since
there are relatively large jumps between grades, the task
will come to “carry too much rank™ or to carry too little,

An interesting illustration of the dilemma of selecting an
appropriate front from several not quite fitting ones may be
found today in American medical organizations with re-
spect to the task of administering anesthesia.® In some
hospitals anesthesia is still administered by nurses behind
the front that nurses are allowed to have in hospitals re-
gardless of the tasks they perform—a front involving cere-
monial subordination to doctors and a relatively low rate
of pay. In order to establish anesthesiology as a speciality
for graduate medical doctors, interested practitioners have
had to advocate strongly the idea that administering anes-
thesia is a sufficiently complex and vital task to justify giving
to those who perform it the ceremonial and financial re-
ward given to doctors. The difference between the front
maintained by a nurse and the front maintained by a doctor
is great; many things that are acceptable for nurses are
infra dignitatem for doctors, Some medical people have
felt that a nurse “under-ranked” for the task of administer-
ing anesthesia and that doctors “over-ranked™; were there
an established status midway between nurse and doctor,
an easier solution to the problem could perhaps be found.?

8 See the thorough treatment of this problem in Dan C. Lortie,
“Doctors without Patients: The Anesthesfologist, a New Med-
fcal Specialty” (uppublished Master's thesis, Department of
Soclology, University of Chicago. 1950}, See also Mark Murphy’s
three-part Profile of Dr. Rovenstine, “Anesthesiologist,” The
New Yorker, October 25, November 1, and November 8, 1947.

9 In some hospitals the intern and the medical student perform
tasks that are beneath a doctor and above a nurse. Presumably
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Similarly, had the Canadian Army had a rank halfway be-
tween lieutenant and captain, two and a half pips instead
of two or three, then Dental Corps captains, many of them
of a low ethnic origin, could have been given a rank that
would perhaps have been more suitable in the eyes of the
Army than the captaincies they were actually given.

I do not mean here to stress the point of view of a formal
organization or a society; the individual, as someone who
possesses a limited range of sign-equipment, must also make
unhappy choices. Thus, in the crofting community studied
by the writer, hosts often marked the visit of a friend by
offering him a shot of hard liquor, a glass of wine, some
home-made brew, or a cup of tea. The higher the rank or
temporary ceremonial status of the visitor, the more likely
he was to receive an offering near the liquor end of the
continuum. Now one problem associated with this range
of sign-equipment was that some crofters could not afford
to keep a bottle of hard liquor, so that wine tended to be
the most indulgent gesture they could employ. But perhaps
a more common difficulty was the fact that certain visitors,
given their permanent and temporary status at the time,
outranked one potable and under-ranked the next one in
line. There was often a danger that the visitor would feel
just a little affronted or, on the other hand, that the host’s
costly and limited sign-equipment would be misused. In
our middle classes a similar situation arises when a hostess
has to decide whether or not to use the good silver, or
which would be the more appropriate to wear, her best
afternoon dress or her plainest evening gown.

I have suggested that social front can be divided into
traditional parts, such as setting, appearance, and manner,
and that (since different routines may be presented from
behind the same front) we may not find a perfect fit be-
tween the specific character of a performance and the gen-
eral socialized guise in which it appears to us. These two

such tasks do not require a large amount of experience and
practical training, for while this intermediate status of doctor-in-
training is a permanent part of hospitals, all those who hold it
do so temporarily.
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facts, taken together, lead one to appreciate that items in
the social front of a particular routine are not only found
in the social fronts of a whole range of routines but also
that the whole range of routines in which one item of sign-
equipment is found will differ from the range of routines
in which another item in the same social front will be
found. Thus, a lawyer may talk to a client in a social setting
that he employs only for this purpose (or for a study), but
the suitable clothes he wears on such occasions he will also
employ, with equal suitability, at dinner with colleagues
and at the theater with his wife. Similarly, the prints that
hang on his wall and the carpet on his floor may be found
in domestic social establishments. Of course, in highly cere-
monial occasions, setting, manner, and appearance may
all be unique and specific, used only for performances
of a single type of routine, but such exclusive use of sign-
equipment is the exception rather than the rule.

Dramatic Realization

While in the presence of others, the individual typically
infuses his activity with signs which dramatically highlight
and portray confirmatory facts that might otherwise remain
unapparent or obscure, For if the individual’s activity is to
become significant to others, he must mobilize his activity
so that it will express during the interaction what he wishes
to convey. In fact, the performer may be required not only
to express his claimed capacities during the interaction but
also to do so during a split second in the interaction. Thus,
if a baseball umpire is to give the impression that he is sure
of his judgment, he must forgo the moment of thought
which might make him sure of his judgment; he must give
an instantaneous decision so that the audience will be sure
that he is sure of his judgment.t

It may be noted that in the case of some statuses drama-
‘tization presents no problem, since some of the acts which

1See Babe Pinelli, as told to Joe King, Mr. Ump (Philadel-
phia; Westminster Press, 1953), p- 75-

PERFORMANCES 31

are instrumentally essential for the completion of the core
task of the status are at the same time wonderfully adapted,
from the point of view of communication, as means of
vividly conveying the qualities and attributes claimed by
the performer. The roles of prizefighters, surgeons, violin-
ists, and policemen are cases in point. These activities allow
for so much dramatic self-expression that exemplary prac-
titioners—whether real or fictional-become famous and are
given a special place in the commercially organized fan-
tasies of the nation.

In many cases, however, dramatization of- one's work
does constitute a problem. An illustration of this may be
cited from a hospital study where the medical nursing staff
is shown to have a problem that the surgical nursing staff
does not have:

The things which a nurse does for post-operative pa-
tients on the surgical floor are frequently of recognizable
importance, even to patients who are strangers to hospital
activities. For example, the patient sees his nurse chang-
ing bandages, swinging orthopedic frames into place,
and can realize that these are purposeful activities. Even
if she cannot be at his side, he can respect her purposeful
activities.

Medical nursing is also highly skilled work. . . . The
physician’s diagnosis must rest upon careful observation
of symptoms over time where the surgeon’s are in larger
part dependent on visible things. The lack of visibility
creates problems on the medical. A patient will see his
nurse stop at the next bed and chat for a moment or two
with the patient there. He doesn’t know that she is ob-
serving the shallowness of the breathing and color and
tone of the skin. He thinks she is just visiting. So, alas,
does his family who may thereupon decide that these
nurses aren’t very impressive. If the nurse spends more
time at the next bed than at his own, the patient may
feel slighted. . . , The nurses are “wasting time” unless
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they are darting about doing some visible thing such as
administering hypodermics.?

Similarly, the proprietor of a service establishment may find
it difficult to dramatize what is actually being done for
clients because the clients cannot “see” the overhead costs
of the service rendered them. Undertakers must therefore
charge a great deal for their highly visible product—a coffin
that has been transformed into a casket—because many of
the other costs of conducting a funeral are ones that cannot
be readily dramatized.? Merchants, too, find that they must
charge high prices for things that look intrinsically expen-
sive'in order to compensate the establishment for expensive

things like insurance, slack periods, etc., that never appear

before the customers’ eyes.

The problem of dramatizing one’s work involves more
than merely making invisible costs visible. The work that
must be done by those who fill certain statuses is often so
poorly designed as an expression of a desired meaning, that
if the incumbent would dramatize the character of his role,
he must divert an appreciable amount of his energy to do
so. And this activity diverted to communication will often
require different attributes from the ones which are being
dramatized. Thus to furnish a house so that it will express
simple quiet dignity, the householder may have to race to
auction sales, haggle with antique dealers, and doggedly
canvass all the local shops for proper wallpaper and curtain
materials. To give a radio talk that will sound genuinely
informal, spontaneous, and relaxed, the speaker may have
to design his script with painstaking care, testing one phrase
after another, in order to follow the content, language,
rhythm, and pace of everyday talk.* Similarly, a Vogue
' 2Edith Lentz, “A Comparison of Medical and Surgical
Floors” (Mimeo: New York State School of lndustnal and Labor

Relations. Cornell University, 1954), pg

8 Material on the burial business use throughout this report
is taken from Robert W. Habenstein, “The American Funeral
Director” (unpublished Ph.D, dissertation, Department of So-
ciology, I'mversxty of Chicago, 1954). I owe much to Mr. Ha-
benstein’s analysis of a funeral as a performance.

4 John Hilton, “Calculated Spontaneity,” Oxford Book of
English Talk (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953), Pp. 399-404.
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model, by her clothing, stance, and facial expression, is able
expressively to portray a cultivated understanding of the
book she poses in her hand; but those who trouble to ex~ -
press themselves so appropriately will have very little time
left over for reading. As Sartre suggested: “The attentive
pupil who wishes to be attentive, his eyes riveted on the °
teacher, his ears open wide, so exhausts himself in playing
the attentive role that he ends up by no longer hearing
anything.”™® And so individuals often find themselves with
the dilemma of expression versus action, Those who have
the time and talent to perform a task well may not, because
of this, have the time or talent to make it apparent that
they are performing well. It may be said that some organi-
zations resolve this dilemma by officially delegating the
dramatic function to a specialist who will spend his time
expressing the meaning of the task and spend no time ac-
tually doing it.

X we alter our frame of reference for a moment and turn
from a particular performance to the individuals who pre-

- sent it, we can consider an interesting fact about the round

of different routines which any group or class of individuals
helps to perform. When a group or class is examined, one
finds that the members of it tend to invest their egos pri-
marily in certain routines, giving less stress to the other
ones which they perform. Thus a professional man may be
willing to take a very modest role in the street, in a shop,
or in his home, but, in the social sphere which encompasses
his display of professional competency, he will be much
concerned to make an effective showing. In mobilizing his
behavior to make a showing, he will be concerned not so
much with the full round of the different routines he pes-
forms but only with the one from which his occupational
reputation derives. It is upon this issue that some writers
have chosen to distinguish groups with aristocratic habits
(whatever their social status) from those of middle-class
character. The aristocratic habit, it has been said, is one
that mobilizes all the minor activities of life which fall out-

8 Sartre, op. cit., p. 6o.



34 THE PRESENTATION OF SELF

side the serious specialities of other classes and injects into
these activities an expression of character, power, and high
rapk,

By what important accomplishments is the young noble-
man instructed to support the dignity of his rank, and to
render himself worthy of that superiority over his fellow-
citizens, to which the virtue of his ancestors had raised
them: Is it by knowledge, by industry, by patience, by
self-denial, or by virtue of any kind? As all his words,
as all his motions are attended to, he learns a habitual
regard to every circumstance of ordinary behavior, and
studies to perform all those small duties with the most
exact propriety. As he is conscious of how much he is
observed, and how much mankind are disposed to favor

~ all his inclinations, he acts, upon the most indifferent
“occasions, with that freedom and elevation which the
thought of this naturally inspires. His air, his manner,
his deportment, all mark that elegant, and graceful sense
of his owa superiority, which those who are borm to
inferior stations can hardly ever arrive at. These are the
arts by which he proposes to make mankind more easily
submit to his authority, and to govern their inclinations
according to his own pleasure: and in this he is seldom
disappointed. These arts, supported by rank and pre-
eminence, are, upon ordinary occasions, sufficient to
govern the world.8

If such virtuosi actually exist, they would provide a suitable
group in which to study the techniques by which activity
is transformed into a show.

Idealization

Tt was suggested earlier that a performance of a routine
presents through its front some rather abstract claims upon
the audience, claims that are likely to be presented to them
during the performance of other routines. This constitutes

8 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (London:
Henry Bohn, 1853), p. 75.
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one way in which a performance is “socialized,” molded,
and modified to fit into the understanding and expectations
of the society in which it is presented. I want to consider
here another important aspect of this socialization process—
the tendency for performers to offer their observers an im-
pression that is idealized in several different ways.

'The notion that a performance presents an idealized view
of the situation is, of course, quite common. Cooley’s view
may be taken as an illustration:

If we never tried to seem a little better than we are, how
could we improve or “train ourselves from the outside
inward?” And the same impulse to show the world a
better or idealized aspect of ourselves finds an organized
expression in the various professions and classes, each of
which has to some extent a cant or pose, which its mem-
bers assume unconsciously, for the most part, but which
has the effect of a conspiracy to work upon the credulity
of the rest of the world. There is a cant not only of
theology and of philanthropy, but also of law, medicine,
teaching, even of science—perhaps especially of science,
just now, since the more a particular kind of merit is
recognized and admired, the more it is likely to be as-
sumed by the unworthy.1

Thus, when the individual presents himself before others,
his performance will tend to incorporate and exemplify the
officially accredited values of the society, more so, in fact,
than does his behavior as a whole. _

To the degree that a performance highlights the coomon
official values of the society in which it occurs, we may
look upon it, in the manner of Durkheim and Radcliffe-
Brown, as a ceremony—as an expressive re]uvenatlon and
reaffirmation of the moral values of the community. Fur-
thermore, in so far as the expressive bias of performances
comes to be accepted as reality, then that which is accepted
at the moment as reality will have some of the character-
istics of a celebration. To stay in one’s room away from

1Charzles H. Cooley, Human Nature and the Social Order
{New York: Scribner’s, 1922), pp. 352~53.
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the place where the party is given, or away from where
the practitioner attends his client, is to stay away from
where reality is being performed. The world, in truth, is
a wedding.

One of the richest sources of data on the presentation
of idealized performances is the literature on social mo-
bility, In most societies there seems to be a major or general
system of stratification, and in most stratified societies there
is an idealization of the higher strata and some aspiration
on the part of those in low places to move to higher ones.
(One must be careful to appreciate that this involves not
merely a desire for a prestigeful place but also a desire for
a place close to the sacred center of the common values of
the society.) Commonly we find that upward mobility in-
volves the presentation of proper performances and that
efforts to move upward and efforts to keep from moving
downward are expressed in terms of sacrifices made for the
maintenance of front. Once the proper sign-equipment has
been obtained and familiarity gained in the management
of it, then this equipment can be used to embellish and
illumine one’s daily performances with a favorable social
style.

Perhaps the most important piece of sign-equipment as-
sociated with social class consists of the status symbols
through which material wealth is expressed. American so-
ciety is similar to others in this regard but seems to have
been singled out as an extreme example of wealth-oriented
class structure—perhaps because in America the license to
employ symbols of wealth and financial capacity to do so
are so widely distributed. Indian society, on the other hand,
has sometimes been cited not only as one in which mobility
occurs in terms of caste groups, not individuals, but also as
one in which performances tend to establish favorable
claims regarding non-material values. A recent student of
India, for example, has suggested the following:

The caste system is far from a rigid system in which
the position of each component is fixed for all time.
Movement has always been possible, and especially so in
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the middle regions of the hierarchy. A low caste was
able, in a generation or two, to rise to a higher position
in the hierarchy by adopting vegetarianism and teeto-
talism, and by Sanskritizing its ritual and pantheon. In
short, it took over, as far as possible, the customs, rites,
and beliefs of the Brahmins, and the adoption of the
Brahminic way of life by a low caste seems to have been
frequent, though theoretically forbidden. . . .

The tendency of the lower castes to imitate the higher
has been a powerful factor in the spread of Sanskritic
ritual and customs, and in the achievement of a certain
amount of cultural uniformity, not only throughout the
caste scale but over the entire length and breadth of
India.2

In fact, of course, there are many Hindu circles whose
members are much concerned with injecting an expression
of wealth, luxury, and class status into the performance of
their daily round and who think too little of ascetic purity
to bother affecting it. Correspondingly, there have always
been influential groups in America whose members have
felt that some aspect of every performance ought to play
down the expression of sheer wealth in order to foster the
impression that standards regarding birth, culture, or moral
earnestness are the ones that prevail.

Perhaps because of the orientation upward found in ma-
jor societies today, we tend to assume that the expressive
stresses in a performance necessarily claim for the per-
former a higher class status than might otherwise be ac-
corded him. For example, we are not surprised to learn the
following details of past domestic performances in Scotland:

One thing is fairly certain: the average laird and his
family lived far more frugally in the ordinary way than
they did when they were entertaining visitors, They
would rise to a great occasion and serve dishes reminis-
cent of the banquets of the medieval nobility; but, like
those same nobles, between the festivities they would

2M. N. Srinivas, Religion and Soclety Among the Coorgs of
South India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952), p. 30.
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“keep secret house,” as the saying used to be, and live
on the plainest of fare. The secret was well guarded,
Even Edward Burt, with all his knowledge of the High-
landers, found it very difficult to describe their everyday
meals. All he could say definitely was that whenever
they entertained an Englishman they provided far too
much food; “and,” he remarked, “it has often been said
they will ransack all their tenants rather than we should
think meanly of their housekeeping; but 1 have heard it
from many whom they have employed . . . that, al-
though they have been attended at dinner by five or six
servants, yet, with all that state, they have often dined
upon catmeal varied several ways, pickled herring, or
other such cheap and indifferent diet.”3

In fact, however, many classes of persons have had many
different reasons for exercising systematic modesty and for
underplaying any expressions of wealth, capacity, spiritual
strength, or self-respect.

The ignorant, shiftless, happy-go-lucky manner which
Negroes in the Southern states sometimes felt obliged to

affect during interaction with whites illustrates how a per-

formance can play up ideal values which accord to the
performer a lower position than he covertly accepts for
himself. A modemn version of this masquerade can be cited:

Where there is actual competition above the unskilled
levels for jobs usually thought of as “white jobs” some
Negroes will of their own choice accept symbols of lower
status while performing work of higher rank. Thus a
shipping clerk will take the title and pay of a messenger;
a nurse will pexmit herself to be called a domestic; and
a chiropodist will enter the homes of white persons by
the back door at night.*

8 Marjorie Plant, The Domestic Life of Scotland in the Eight-
eenth Century { Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1g52),

p- 96—97.
4 Charles Johnson, Patterns of Negro Segregation {New York:
Harper Bros., 1943), p. 273.
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American college girls did, and no doubt do, play down
their intelligence, skills, and determinativeness when in the
presence of datable boys, thereby manifesting a profound
psychic discipline in spite of their international reputation
for flightiness.® These perfirmers are reported to allow
their boy friends to explain things to them tediously that
they already know; they conceal pruficiency in mathemat-
ics from their less able consorts; they lose ping-pong games
just before the ending:

“One of the nicest techniques is to spell long words in-
correctly once in a while. My boy friend seems to get a
great kick out of it and writes back, ‘Honey, you cer-
tainly don’t know how to spell.’ ™8

Through all of this the natural superiority of the male is
demonstrated, and the weaker role of the female affirmed.

Similarly, I have been told by Shetlanders that their
grandfathers used to refrain from improving the appear-
ance of the cottage lest the laird take such improvements as
a sign that increased rents could be extracted from them.
This tradition has lingered just a little in connection with
a show of poverty that is sometimes played out before the
Shetland assistance officer. More important, there are male
islanders today who have long since given up the subsist-
ence farming and stringent pattern of endless work, few
comforts, and a diet of fish and potatoes, traditionally the
islander’s lot. Yet these men frequently wear in public
places the fleece-lined leather jerkin and high rubber boots
that are notoriously symbolic of crofter status, They present
themselves to the community as persons with no “side” who
are loyal to the social status of their fellow islanders. It is
a part they play with sincerity. warmth, the appropriate
'dialect, and a great command. Yet in the seclusion pro-
vided by their own kitchens this loyalty is relaxed, and
they enjoy some of the middle class modern comforts to
which they have become accustomeqli"'

5 Mirra Komarovsky, “Cultural Cont;;zdlcuons and Sex Roles,”
American Journal of Sociology, LII, , PP- 186-88.
8 Ibid., p. 187.



