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Chapter 1

The Presentation of Self in Everyday  
Life [1959]
Erving Goffman

Masks are arrested expressions and admirable echoes of feeling, at once faithful, dis-
creet, and superlative. Living things in contact with the air must acquire a cuticle, and it 
is not urged against cuticles that they are not hearts; yet some philosophers seem to be 
angry with images for not being things, and with words for not being feelings. Words 
and images are like shells, no less integral parts of nature than are the substances they 
cover, but better addressed to the eye and more open to observation. I would not say 
that substance exists for the sake of appearance, or faces for the sake of masks, or the 
passions for the sake of poetry and virtue. Nothing arises in nature for the sake of any-
thing else; all these phases and products are involved equally in the round of existence.

George Santayana, Soliloquies in England and Later Soliloquies  
(New York: Scribner’s, 1922), pp. 131-2

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 fostered 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 consequences that are implicitly claimed for it, and that, in general, matters are 
what they appear to be. In line with this, there is the popular view that the individual offers 
his performance and puts on his show “for the benefit of other people.” It will be convenient 

Erving Goffman, pp. 17–25 from The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Doubleday, 1959. 
© 1959 Erving Goffman. Reproduced with permission of Doubleday, a division of Random House, Inc. 
and Penguin Books, UK.
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The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 37

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 disgruntled 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 observational 
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 other 
ends, having no ultimate concern in the conception that they have of him or of the situation. 
When the individual 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 professional disinvolvement, may obtain unprofessional pleasures 
from his masquerade, experiencing a kind of gleeful spiritual aggression from the fact that 
he can toy at will with something his audience must take seriously.

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 individual 
may delude his audience for what he considers to be their own good, or for the good of the 
community, etc. For illustrations of this we need not appeal to sadly enlightened showmen 
such as Marcus Aurelius or Hsun Tzǔ. 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 cynical performers whose audiences 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, when inferiors extend their most lavish 
reception for visiting 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 extremes are something a little more than just the ends of a 
continuum. Each 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 recognition of the fact that everyone is always and everywhere, 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.1
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38 Erving Goffman

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 personality. We come into the world as individuals, achieve character, 
and become persons.2

This may be illustrated from the community life of Shetland. 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 appears that the managers have become less cynical about 
the performance that they stage; they themselves are becoming 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 followed 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 recruits follow it in this direction not because of a slow realization 
that they are deluding their audience – for by ordinary 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 involvement 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 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 medical 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 little self-illusion. We find that the individual 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. […]

Front

I have been using the term “performance” to refer to all the activity of an individual which 
occurs 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 
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The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 39

and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe the performance. Front, 
then, is the expressive equipment of a standard kind intentionally or unwittingly employed 
by the individual during his performance. For preliminary purposes, it will be convenient 
to distinguish and label what seem to be the standard parts of front.

First, there is the “setting,” involving furniture, decor, physical layout, and other 
background 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 cortège, 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 extra protection for performers who are, or 
who have momentarily become, highly sacred. These worthies are to be distinguished, of 
course, from quite profane performers of the peddler class who move their place of work 
between performances, 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 
themselves with it. We have given insufficient attention to assemblages of sign-equipment 
which large numbers of performers 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 luxurious settings are available for hire to anyone of the right kind 
who can afford them. […]

If we take the term “setting” to refer to the scenic parts of expressive equipment, one 
may take the term “personal front” to refer to the other items of expressive equipment, the 
items that we most intimately identify with the performer 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 recreation, 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 manner 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 impression that the performer expects to 
follow the lead of others, or at least that he can be led to do so.
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40 Erving Goffman

We often expect, of course, a confirming consistency between appearance and manner; 
we expect that the differences in social statuses among the interactants will be expressed 
in some way by congruent differences in the indications that are made of an expected 
interaction role. […] But, of course, appearance and manner may tend to contradict 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 appearance and manner, we expect, of 
course, some coherence among setting, appearance, and manner. Such coherence 
represents an ideal type that provides us with a means of stimulating our attention to and 
interest in exceptions. […]

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.

It may be noted that in the case of some statuses dramatization presents no problem, 
since some of the acts which 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, violinists, and policemen are cases in 
point. These activities allow for so much dramatic self-expression that exemplary 
practitioners – whether real or fictional – become famous and are given a special place in 
the commercially organized fantasies 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 patients 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 changing 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 observing the shallowness of the breathing and 
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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 they are darting about doing some visible thing such as administering hypodermics.3

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 expensive 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 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 express 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.”4 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 organizations 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 actually doing it.

If we alter our frame of reference for a moment and turn from a particular performance 
to the individuals who present 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 primarily 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 
performs but only with the one from which his occupational reputation derives. It is upon 
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42 Erving Goffman

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 outside the 
serious specialities of other classes and injects into these activities an expression of 
character, power, and high rank. […]

Idealization

It 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 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 impression 
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 members 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 assumed by 
the unworthy.5

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 common 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 rejuvenation and reaffirmation of the moral values of the 
community. Furthermore, 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 characteristics of a celebration. To stay in one’s room away from 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. […]

The expressive coherence that is required in performances points out a crucial 
discrepancy between our all-too-human selves and our socialized selves. As human beings 
we are presumably creatures of variable impulse with moods and energies that change 
from one moment to the next. As characters put on for an audience, however, we must not 
be subject to ups and downs. As Durkheim suggested, we do not allow our higher social 
activity “to follow in the trail of our bodily states, as our sensations and our general bodily 
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consciousness do.”6 A certain bureaucratization of the spirit is expected so that we can be 
relied upon to give a perfectly homogeneous performance at every appointed time. As 
Santayana suggests, the socialization process not only transfigures, it fixes:

But whether the visage we assume be a joyful or a sad one, in adopting and emphasizing it 
we define our sovereign temper. Henceforth, so long as we continue under the spell of this 
self-knowledge, we do not merely live but act; we compose and play our chosen character, we 
wear the buskin of deliberation, we defend and idealize our passions, we encourage ourselves 
eloquently to be what we are, devoted or scornful or careless or austere; we soliloquize (before 
an imaginary audience) and we wrap ourselves gracefully in the mantle of our inalienable 
part. So draped, we solicit applause and expect to die amid a universal hush. We profess to 
live up to the fine sentiments we have uttered, as we try to believe in the religion we profess. 
The greater our difficulties the greater our zeal. Under our published principles and plighted 
language we must assiduously hide all the inequalities of our moods and conduct, and this 
without hypocrisy, since our deliberate character is more truly ourself than is the flux of our 
involuntary dreams. The portrait we paint in this way and exhibit as our true person may well 
be in the grand manner, with column and curtain and distant landscape and finger pointing 
to the terrestrial globe or to the Yorick-skull of philosophy; but if this style is native to us 
and our art is vital, the more it transmutes its model the deeper and truer art it will be. The 
severe bust of an archaic sculpture, scarcely humanizing the block, will express a spirit far 
more justly than the man’s dull morning looks or casual grimaces. Everyone who is sure of 
his mind, or proud of his office, or anxious about his duty assumes a tragic mask. He deputes 
it to be himself and transfers to it almost all his vanity. While still alive and subject, like all 
existing things, to the undermining flux of his own substance, he has crystallized his soul 
into an idea, and more in pride than in sorrow he has offered up his life on the altar of the 
Muses. Self-knowledge, like any art or science, renders its subject-matter in a new medium, 
the medium of ideas, in which it loses its old dimensions and its old place. Our animal habits 
are transmuted by conscience into loyalties and duties, and we become “persons” or masks.7

Through social discipline, then, a mask of manner can be held in place from within. But, 
as Simone de Beauvoir suggests, we are helped in keeping this pose by clamps that are 
tightened directly on the body, some hidden, some showing:

Even if each woman dresses in conformity with her status, a game is still being played: arti-
fice, like art, belongs to the realm of the imaginary. It is not only that girdle, brassiere, hair-
dye, make-up disguise body and face; but that the least sophisticated of women, once she is 
“dressed,” does not present herself to observation; she is, like the picture or the statue, or the 
actor on the stage, an agent through whom is suggested someone not there – that is, the char-
acter she represents, but is not. It is this identification with something unreal, fixed, perfect as 
the hero of a novel, as a portrait or a bust, that gratifies her; she strives to identify herself with 
this figure and thus to seem to herself to be stabilized, justified in her splendor.8

Misrepresentation

It was suggested earlier that an audience is able to orient itself in a situation by accepting 
performed cues on faith, treating these signs as evidence of something greater than or 
different from the sign-vehicles themselves. If this tendency of the audience to accept 
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signs places the performer in a position to be misunderstood and makes it necessary for 
him to exercise expressive care regarding everything he does when before the audience, so 
also this sign-accepting tendency puts the audience in a position to be duped and misled, 
for there are few signs that cannot be used to attest to the presence of something that is not 
really there. And it is plain that many performers have ample capacity and motive to 
misrepresent the facts; only shame, guilt, or fear prevent them from doing so.

As members of an audience it is natural for us to feel that the impression the performer 
seeks to give may be true or false, genuine or spurious, valid or “phony.” So common is this 
doubt that, as suggested, we often give special attention to features of the performance that 
cannot be readily manipulated, thus enabling ourselves to judge the reliability of the more 
misrepresentable cues in the performance. (Scientific police work and projective testing 
are extreme examples of the application of this tendency.) And if we grudgingly allow 
certain symbols of status to establish a performer’s right to a given treatment, we are 
always ready to pounce on chinks in his symbolic armor in order to discredit his 
pretensions.

When we think of those who present a false front or “only” a front, of those who 
dissemble, deceive, and defraud, we think of a discrepancy between fostered appearances 
and reality. We also think of the precarious position in which these performers place 
themselves, for at any moment in their performance an event may occur to catch them out 
and baldly contradict what they have openly avowed, bringing them immediate humiliation 
and sometimes permanent loss of reputation. We often feel that it is just these terrible 
eventualities, which arise from being caught out flagrante delicto in a patent act of 
misrepresentation, that an honest performer is able to avoid. This common-sense view 
has limited analytical utility.

Sometimes when we ask whether a fostered impression is true or false we really mean 
to ask whether or not the performer is authorized to give the performance in question, 
and are not primarily concerned with the actual performance itself. When we discover 
that someone with whom we have dealings is an impostor and out-and-out fraud, we are 
discovering that he did not have the right to play the part he played, that he was not an 
accredited incumbent of the relevant status. We assume that the impostor’s performance, 
in addition to the fact that it misrepresents him, will be at fault in other ways, but often his 
masquerade is discovered before we can detect any other difference between the false 
performance and the legitimate one which it simulates. Paradoxically, the more closely the 
impostor’s performance approximates to the real thing, the more intensely we may be 
threatened, for a competent performance by someone who proves to be an impostor may 
weaken in our minds the moral connection between legitimate authorization to play a 
part and the capacity to play it. (Skilled mimics, who admit all along that their intentions 
are unserious, seem to provide one way in which we can “work through” some of these 
anxieties.)

The social definition of impersonation, however, is not itself a very consistent thing. For 
example, while it is felt to be an inexcusable crime against communication to impersonate 
someone of sacred status, such as a doctor or a priest, we are often less concerned when 
someone impersonates a member of a disesteemed, non-crucial, profane status, such as 
that of a hobo or unskilled worker. When a disclosure shows that we have been participating 
with a performer who has a higher status than he led us to believe, there is good Christian 
precedent for our reacting with wonderment and chagrin rather than with hostility. 
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Mythology and our popular magazines, in fact, are full of romantic stories in which the 
villain and the hero both make fraudulent claims that are discredited in the last chapter, 
the villain proving not to have a high status, the hero proving not to have a low one.

Further, while we may take a harsh view of performers such as confidence men who 
knowingly misrepresent every fact about their lives, we may have some sympathy for 
those who have but one fatal flaw and who attempt to conceal the fact that they are, for 
example, ex-convicts, deflowered, epileptic, or racially impure, instead of admitting their 
fault and making an honorable attempt to live it down. Also, we distinguish between 
impersonation of a specific, concrete individual, which we usually feel is quite inexcusable, 
and impersonation of category membership, which we may feel less strongly about. So, 
too, we often feel differently about those who misrepresent themselves to forward what 
they feel are the just claims of a collectivity, or those who misrepresent themselves 
accidentally or for a lark, than about those who misrepresent themselves for private 
psychological or material gain.

Finally, since there are senses in which the concept of “a status” is not clear-cut, so there 
are senses in which the concept of impersonation is not clear either. For example, there are 
many statuses in which membership obviously is not subject to formal ratification. Claims 
to be a law graduate can be established as valid or invalid, but claims to be a friend, a true 
believer, or a music-lover can be confirmed or disconfirmed only more or less. Where 
standards of competence are not objective, and where bona fide practitioners are not 
collectively organized to protect their mandate, an individual may style himself an expert 
and be penalized by nothing stronger than sniggers. […]

In previous sections of this chapter some general characteristics of performance were 
suggested: activity oriented towards work-tasks tends to be converted into activity oriented 
towards communication; the front behind which the routine is presented is also likely to 
be suitable for other, somewhat different routines and so is likely not to fit completely any 
particular routine; sufficient self-control is exerted so as to maintain a working consensus; 
an idealized impression is offered by accentuating certain facts and concealing others; 
expressive coherence is maintained by the performer taking more care to guard against 
minor disharmonies than the stated purpose of the performance might lead the audience 
to think was warranted. All of these general characteristics of performances can he seen as 
interaction constraints which play upon the individual and transform his activities into 
performances. Instead of merely doing his task and giving vent to his feelings, he will 
express the doing of his task and acceptably convey his feelings. In general, then, the 
representation of an activity will vary in some degree from the activity itself and therefore 
inevitably misrepresent it. And since the individual will be required to rely on signs in 
order to construct a representation of his activity, the image he constructs, however 
faithful to the facts, will be subject to all the disruptions that impressions are subject to.

While we could retain the common-sense notion that fostered appearances can be 
discredited by a discrepant reality, there is often no reason for claiming that the facts 
discrepant with the fostered impression are any more the real reality than is the fostered 
reality they embarrass. A cynical view of everyday performances can be as one-sided as 
the one that is sponsored by the performer. For many sociological issues it may not even 
be necessary to decide which is the more real, the fostered impression or the one the 
performer attempts to prevent the audience from receiving. The crucial sociological 
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consideration, for this report at least, is merely that impressions fostered in everyday 
performances are subject to disruption. We will want to know what kind of impression of 
reality can shatter the fostered impression of reality, and what reality really is can be left to 
other students. We will want to ask, “What are the ways in which a given impression can 
be discredited?” and this is not quite the same as asking, “What are the ways in which the 
given impression is false?” 

We come back, then, to a realization that while the performance offered by impostors 
and liars is quite flagrantly false and differs in this respect from ordinary performances, 
both are similar in the care their performers must exert in order to maintain the impression 
that is fostered. Thus, for example, we know that the formal code of British civil servants 
and of American baseball umpires obliges them not only to desist from making improper 
“deals” but also to desist from innocent action which might possibly give the (wrong) 
impression that they are making deals. Whether an honest performer wishes to convey the 
truth or whether a dishonest performer wishes to convey a falsehood, both must take care 
to enliven their performances with appropriate expressions, exclude from their 
performances expressions that might discredit the impression being fostered, and take 
care lest the audience impute unintended meanings. Because of these shared dramatic 
contingencies, we can profitably study performances that are quite false in order to learn 
about ones that are quite honest. […]

Reality and Contrivance

In our own Anglo-American culture there seems to be two common-sense models 
according to which we formulate our conceptions of behavior: the real, sincere, or honest 
performance; and the false one that thorough fabricators assemble for us, whether meant 
to be taken unseriously, as in the work of stage actors, or seriously, as in the work of 
confidence men. We tend to see real performances as something not purposely put 
together at all, being an unintentional product of the individual’s unselfconscious response 
to the facts in his situation. And contrived performances we tend to see as something 
painstakingly pasted together, one false item on another, since there is no reality to which 
the items of behavior could be a direct response. It will be necessary to see now that these 
dichotomous conceptions are by way of being the ideology of honest performers, providing 
strength to the show they put on, but a poor analysis of it.

First, let it be said that there are many individuals who sincerely believe that the 
definition of the situation they habitually project is the real reality. In this report I do not 
mean to question their proportion in the population but rather the structural relation of 
their sincerity to the performances they offer. If a performance is to come off, the witnesses 
by and large must be able to believe that the performers are sincere.

This is the structural place of sincerity in the drama of events. Performers may be 
sincere – or be insincere but sincerely convinced of their own sincerity – but this kind of 
affection for one’s part is not necessary for its convincing performance. There are not 
many French cooks who are really Russian spies, and perhaps there are not many women 
who play the part of wife to one man and mistress to another; but these duplicities do 
occur, often being sustained successfully for long periods of time. This suggests that while 
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persons usually are what they appear to be, such appearances could still have been 
managed. There is, then, a statistical relation between appearances and reality, not an 
intrinsic or necessary one. In fact, given the unanticipated threats that play upon a 
performance, and given the need (later to be discussed) to maintain solidarity with one’s 
fellow performers and some distance from the witnesses, we find that a rigid incapacity to 
depart from one’s inward view of reality may at times endanger one’s performance. Some 
performances are carried off successfully with complete dishonesty, others with complete 
honesty; but for performances in general neither of these extremes is essential and neither, 
perhaps, is dramaturgically advisable.

The implication here is that an honest, sincere, serious performance is less firmly 
connected with the solid world than one might first assume. And this implication will be 
strengthened if we look again at the distance usually placed between quite honest 
performances and quite contrived ones. In this connection take, for example, the 
remarkable phenomenon of stage acting. It does take deep skill, long training, and 
psychological capacity to become a good stage actor. But this fact should not blind us to 
another one: that almost anyone can quickly learn a script well enough to give a charitable 
audience some sense of realness in what is being contrived before them. And it seems this 
is so because ordinary social intercourse is itself put together as a scene is put together, by 
the exchange of dramatically inflated actions, counteractions, and terminating replies. 
Scripts even in the hands of unpracticed players can come to life because life itself is a 
dramatically enacted thing. All the world is not, of course, a stage, but the crucial ways in 
which it isn’t are not easy to specify.

The recent use of “psychodrama” as a therapeutic technique illustrates a further point 
in this regard. In these psychiatrically staged scenes patients not only act out parts with 
some effectiveness, but employ no script in doing so. Their own past is available to them 
in a form which allows them to stage a recapitulation of it. Apparently a part once played 
honestly and in earnest leaves the performer in a position to contrive a showing of it 
later. Further, the parts that significant others played to him in the past also seem to be 
available, allowing him to switch from being the person that he was to being the persons 
that others were for him. This capacity to switch enacted roles when obliged to do so 
could have been predicted; everyone apparently can do it. For in learning to perform our 
parts in real life we guide our own productions by not too consciously maintaining an 
incipient familiarity with the routine of those to whom we will address ourselves. And 
when we come to be able properly to manage a real routine we are able to do this in part 
because of “anticipatory socialization,”9 having already been schooled in the reality that 
is just coming to be real for us.

When the individual does move into a new position in society and obtains a new part 
to perform, he is not likely to be told in full detail how to conduct himself, nor will the 
facts of his new situation press sufficiently on him from the start to determine his conduct 
without his further giving thought to it. Ordinarily he will be given only a few cues, hints, 
and stage directions, and it will be assumed that he already has in his repertoire a large 
number of bits and pieces of performances that will be required in the new setting. The 
individual will already have a fair idea of what modesty, deference, or righteous indignation 
looks like, and can make a pass at playing these bits when necessary. He may even be able 
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to play out the part of a hypnotic subject or commit a “compulsive” crime on the basis of 
models for these activities that he is already familiar with.

A theatrical performance or a staged confidence game requires a thorough scripting of 
the spoken content of the routine; but the vast part involving “expression given off ” is 
often determined by meager stage directions. It is expected that the performer of illusions 
will already know a good deal about how to manage his voice, his face, and his body, 
although he – as well as any person who directs him – may find it difficult indeed to 
provide a detailed verbal statement of this kind of knowledge. And in this, of course, we 
approach the situation of the straightforward man in the street. Socialization may not so 
much involve a learning of the many specific details of a single concrete part – often there 
could not be enough time or energy for this. What does seem to be required of the 
individual is that he learn enough pieces of expression to be able to “fill in” and manage, 
more or less, any part that he is likely to be given. The legitimate performances of everyday 
life are not “acted” or “put on” in the sense that the performer knows in advance just what 
he is going to do, and does this solely because of the effect it is likely to have. The expressions 
it is felt he is giving off will be especially “inaccessible” to him. But as in the case of less 
legitimate performers, the incapacity of the ordinary individual to formulate in advance 
the movements of his eyes and body does not mean that he will not express himself 
through these devices in a way that is dramatized and pre-formed in his repertoire of 
actions. In short, we all act better than we know how.

When we watch a television wrestler gouge, foul, and snarl at his opponent we are quite 
ready to see that, in spite of the dust, he is, and knows he is, merely playing at being the 
“heavy,” and that in another match he may be given the other role, that of clean-cut 
wrestler, and perform this with equal verve and proficiency. We seem less ready to see, 
however, that while such details as the number and character of the falls may be fixed 
beforehand, the details of the expressions and movements used do not come from a script 
but from command of an idiom, a command that is exercised from moment to moment 
with little calculation or forethought.

In reading of persons in the West Indies who become the “horse” or the one possessed 
of a voodoo spirit, it is enlightening to learn that the person possessed will be able to 
provide a correct portrayal of the god that has entered him because of “the knowledge and 
memories accumulated in a life spent visiting congregations of the cult”; that the person 
possessed will be in just the right social relation to those who are watching; that possession 
occurs at just the right moment in the ceremonial undertakings, the possessed one 
carrying out his ritual obligations to the point of participating in a kind of skit with persons 
possessed at the time with other spirits. But in learning this, it is important to see that this 
contextual structuring of the horse’s role still allows participants in the cult to believe that 
possession is a real thing and that persons are possessed at random by gods whom they 
cannot select.

And when we observe a young American middle-class girl playing dumb for the benefit 
of her boyfriend, we are ready to point to items of guile and contrivance in her behavior. 
But like herself and her boyfriend, we accept as an unperformed fact that this performer 
is a young American middle-class girl. But surely here we neglect the greater part of the 
performance. It is commonplace to say that different social groupings express in different 
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ways such attributes as age, sex, territory, and class status, and that in each case these bare 
attributes are elaborated by means of a distinctive complex cultural configuration of 
proper ways of conducting oneself. To be a given kind of person, then, is not merely to 
possess the required attributes, but also to sustain the standards of conduct and appearance 
that one’s social grouping attaches thereto. The unthinking ease with which performers 
consistently carry off such standard-maintaining routines does not deny that a performance 
has occurred, merely that the participants have been aware of it.

A status, a position, a social place is not a material thing, to be possessed and then 
displayed; it is a pattern of appropriate conduct, coherent, embellished, and well articulated. 
Performed with ease or clumsiness, awareness or not, guile or good faith, it is none the less 
something that must be enacted and portrayed, something that must be realized. Sartre, 
here, provides a good illustration:

Let us consider this waiter in the cafe. His movement is quick and forward, a little too precise, 
a little too rapid. He comes toward the patrons with a step a little too quick. He bends forward 
a little too eagerly; his voice, his eyes express an interest a little too solicitous for the order of 
the customer. Finally there he returns, trying to imitate in his walk the inflexible stiffness of 
some kind of automaton while carrying his tray with the recklessness of a tightrope-walker 
by putting it in a perpetually unstable, perpetually broken equilibrium which he perpetually 
re-establishes by a light movement of the arm and hand. All his behavior seems to us a game. 
He applies himself to chaining his movements as if they were mechanisms, the one regulating 
the other; his gestures and even his voice seem to be mechanisms; he gives himself the quick-
ness and pitiless rapidity of things. He is playing, he is amusing himself. But what is he play-
ing? We need not watch long before we can explain it: he is playing at being a waiter in a café. 
There is nothing there to surprise us. The game is a kind of marking out and investigation. 
The child plays with his body in order to explore it, to take inventory of it; the waiter in the 
cafe plays with his condition in order to realize it. This obligation is not different from that 
which is imposed on all tradesmen. Their condition is wholly one of ceremony. The public 
demands of them that they realize it as a ceremony; there is the dance of the grocer, of the 
tailor, of the auctioneer, by which they endeavor to persuade their clientele that they are 
nothing but a grocer, an auctioneer, a tailor. A grocer who dreams is offensive to the buyer, 
because such a grocer is not wholly a grocer. Society demands that he limit himself to his 
function as a grocer, just as the soldier at attention makes himself into a soldier-thing with a 
direct regard which does not see at all, which is no longer meant to see, since it is the rule and 
not the interest of the moment which determines the point he must fix his eyes on (the sight 
“fixed at ten paces”). There are indeed many precautions to imprison a man in what he is, as if 
we lived in perpetual fear that he might escape from it, that he might break away and suddenly 
elude his condition.10
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