from Erving Goffman, THE PRESENTATION OF SELF IN EVERYDAY LIFE (1959)

Chapter 1

PERFORMANCES

Belief in the Pasrt One i3 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 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

Atox;eextreme,oneﬁndstbattheperfomercanbefully’]
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 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 concem
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-
ual 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 indi-
vidual 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 en-
lightened showmen such as Marcus Aurelius or Hsun Tza.
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 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-class manners and appearance can be sus-
tained only by middle class people. A bused professional
can be cyni hostile to the service relation his clients expect
him to extend to them the confidence man is in a position to
hold the whole “legit” world in this contem“pt.

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,
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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 bave 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. 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 bistorical 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 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

gee his “Sido-Psgghia_&ic Research,” American Journal of
chiatry, . 987-88.
“Zy study of ‘sogzl recoveries’ in one of cur large mental hospitals
some years ago taught me that patients were often released from
care because they learned not to manifest sym to the
environing ns; in other words, had integrated enough of
the pmonje;ovironment to realize the prejudice opposed to
their delusions. It seemed almost as if they grew wise enouﬁh
to be tolerant of the imbecility surrounding them, having y
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.”

8 Robert Ezra Park, Race and Culture (Glencoe, Ill.: The
Free Press, 1950), p. 249.




20 THE - PRESENTATION OF SELP

personality. We come into the woi-ld as individuals,
achieve character, and become persons.*

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-
Jowed 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.
5 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 little 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
fudgment 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 shamanism:

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

- 6H. S, Becker and Blanche Greer, “The Fate of Idealism in
edical School,” American Soctological Repiew, 23, g? 5056,
1A, L. Kroeber, The Nature of Ctlture (Chicago: University

of Chicago Press, 1952), p. 311
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facts taken together, lead one to appreciate that items ipg
g social front of a particular routine are not only -/.!-".’
in g social fronts of a whole range of routines#fit also
that th S hole range of routines in which one if#m of sign-
equipmen®yjs found will differ from the ragge " of routines
in which afther item in the same so .»i front will be
found. Thus, a Wwyer may talk to a cliént - in a social setting
that he employs ofily. for this p ngde (or for a study), but
the suitable clothes i Wears gifsuch occasions he will alsa
employ, with equal suitabilit ', at dinner with colleagues
and at the theater withgh i ife. Slmﬂarly, the prints that
hangonhlswall ’the carpe hlsﬂoormaybefound
in domestic sogje estabhshments OR RQurse, in highly cere-
monial ocgg¥lons, setting, manner, andappearance may
all be gflique and specific, used only foRyperformances
of agihgle type of routine, but such exclusive ¥ se of sign-
efflipment 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.?

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

1 See Babe Pinelli, as told to Joe King, Mr. Ump (Philadel-
phia: Westminster Press, 1953), p- 75
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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.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 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.4 Similarly, a Vogue

2Edith Lentz, “A Comparison of Medical and Surgical
Floors” (Mimeo: New York State School of Industrial and Labor
Relations. Cornell University, 1954), Es 2~3.

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

4 Johr Hilton, “Calculated Spontaneity,” Oxford Book of
English Talk (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953), Pp- 399-404.
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model, by her clothing, stange, 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.

If we alter our frame of reference for a moment and tum
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 & 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 per-
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. 60.
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side the serious specialities of other classes and injects into
these activities an expression of character, power, and high

rank.

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 own superiority, which those who are bom 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.®
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

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

8 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (London:
Henry Bohn, 18s53), 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 waut 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.?

Thus, when the individual presents himself before others,
his performance will tend to incorporate and exemplify the
officially accredited values of the society, more s0, 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. 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

1Charles 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 Amenca the hcense to
employ symbols of wealth apd_fina | capacity. to:
are so widely distributed. Iyian somety, on the ot hePh3 d
has sometimes been cited not®gly as one jas#hich mobility
occurs in terms of caste groups, 'u*. wifidividuals, but also as
one in which performancesg##end ta, establish favorable
claims regarding non-geat€rial values. Avecent student of

i

India, for examplefhas suggested the following :

The ot e system is far from a rigid system Y wluch
#Position of each component is fixed for alftime.
ovement has always been possible, and especlally SO
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2’s approach changes his work into a performance, or_

N Tprope nnpressxon In other words,
] %hat the impression of reality

The expressive coherence that is required in perform-
ances 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
pnext. As characters put on for an audience, however, we
must not be subject to ups and downs. As Durkheim sug-
gested, we do not allow our higher social activity “to follow
in the trail of our bodily states, as our sensations and our
general bodily consciousness do.”” A certain bureaucratiza-
tion of the spirit is expected so that we can be relied upon
to give a perfectly homogeneous performance at every ap-
pointed time. As Santayana suggests, the socialization proc-

ess 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 sov-
ereign 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

7 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious
Life, trans. . W. Swain (London: Allen & Unwin, 1926), p. 272
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greater our zeal. Under our published principles and
plighted language we must assiduously hide all the in-
equalities 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, ren-
ders 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.8

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: artifice, like art, be-
longs 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

8 Santayana, op. cit., pp. 133-34.
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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 character 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 grati-
fies her: she strives to identify herself with this figure
and thus to seem to herself to be stabilized, justified in

her splendor.?

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 frum the sign-vehicles themselves. If this tend-
ency of the audience to accept 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 atten-
tion to features of the performance that cannot be readily
manipulated. thus enabling ourselves to judge the relia-
bility 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

® Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley
(New York: Knopf, 1953), p. 533-
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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 de-
fraud, we think of a discrepancy between fostered appear-
ances and reality. We also think of the precarious position
in which these performers place themselves, for at any mo-
ment in their performance an event may occur to catch
them out and baldly contradict what they have openly
avowed, bringing them immediate humiliation and some-
times permanent loss of reputation. We oftén feel that it
is just these terrible eventualities, which arise from being
caught out flagrante delicto in a patent act of misrepresen-
tation, 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,
end are not primarily concerned with the actual perform-
ance 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 per-
formance, 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 be-
tween the false performance and the legitimate one which
it simulates. Paradoxically, the more closely the {mpostor’s
performance approximates to the real thing, the more in-
tensely 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 author-
{zation to play a part and the capacity to play it. (Skilled
mimics, who admit all along that their intentions are un-
gerious, 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
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to be an inexcusable crime against communication to im-
personate someone of sacred status, such as a doctor or a
priest, we are often less concerned when someone imperson-
ates a member of a disesteemed, non-crucial, profane status,
such as that of a hobo or unskilled worker. When a dis-
closure shows that we have been participating with a per-
former 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. My-
thology 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 admit-
ting their fault and making an honorable attempt to live
it down. Also, we distinguish between impersonation of a
specifie, 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 collectiv-
ity, 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

aduate 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. YiZherenstamdess
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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 per-
form this with equal verve and proficiency. We seem less
ready to see, however, that while such details as the num-
ber 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 cal-
culation 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 pos-
sessed 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 boy friend, we are
ready to point to items of guile and contrivance in her
behavior. But like herself and her boy friend, we accept
as an unperformed fact that this performer is a young

5 See, for example, Alfred Métraux, “Dramatic Elements in
Ritual Possession,” Diogenes, 11, pp. 18-36.
6Ibid., p. 24.
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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 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 attri-
butes, 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 ap-
propriate conduct, coherent, embellished, and well articu-
lated. 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 café. 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 reck-
lessness of a tightrope-walker by putting it in a perpet-
vally 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 quickness and pitiless rapidity
of things. He is playing, he is amusing himself. But
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what is he playing? 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 gams
is a kind of marking out and investigation. The child
plays with his body in order to explore it, to take in-
ventory of it; the waiter in the café plays with his con-
dition 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 de-
mands of them that they realize it as a ceremony; there
is the dance of the grocer, of the tailor, of the auction-
eer, by which they endeavor to persuade their clientels
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 not 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
ke might escape from it, that he might break away and
suddenly elude his condition.?

? Sartre, op. cit., p- 59.



