the presentation of self in everyday
life erving goffman

the presentation of self in everyday life erving goffman is a seminal concept
in sociology that explores how individuals perform and manage their
identities in daily social interactions. Erving Goffman, a Canadian
sociologist, introduced this idea in his 1959 book of the same name,
fundamentally shaping the study of social behavior and identity construction.
This article delves into Goffman’s dramaturgical approach, explaining how
people present themselves as actors on a stage, using various techniques to
influence others’ perceptions. The analysis covers key elements such as front
stage and back stage behaviors, impression management, and the roles people
adopt in different social settings. Understanding these concepts provides
insight into the subtle dynamics of human interaction and the continuous
negotiation of selfhood. The article also discusses the relevance of
Goffman’s theories in contemporary social contexts and their application in
fields like psychology, communication, and cultural studies. Below is an
organized overview of the main topics covered.

e Erving Goffman’s Dramaturgical Model

Front Stage and Back Stage Regions
e Impression Management Techniques
e Roles and Role Performance

e The Social Construction of Self

Applications and Contemporary Relevance

Erving Goffman’s Dramaturgical Model

Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical model is a metaphorical framework that
compares social interaction to theatrical performance. In his book The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman argues that individuals behave
like actors on a stage, presenting themselves in ways that will be favorably
received by their audience. This approach emphasizes the performative aspects
of social 1life, where behavior is crafted to create specific impressions. The
dramaturgical perspective highlights how social reality is constructed
through these performances, revealing the complexity of everyday interactions
and the conscious effort people invest in managing their public personas.

Foundations of the Model

The dramaturgical model rests on the idea that social life is organized into
performances with scripts, roles, settings, and props. People use these
elements strategically to convey a desired image and to control how others
perceive them. This presentation is not limited to formal settings but occurs
in all social encounters, from casual conversations to professional meetings.
The model underscores the fluidity of identity and the adaptability



individuals demonstrate in navigating various social contexts.

Front Stage and Back Stage Regions

Central to Goffman’s theory is the distinction between front stage and back
stage regions, which describe different contexts in which individuals perform
their social roles. These regions shape how people express themselves and
manage impressions.

Front Stage Behavior

The front stage is the public area where individuals perform and adhere to
social norms. In this region, people are conscious of their audience and
strive to maintain a consistent and favorable image. The front stage involves
deliberate actions, speech, and gestures designed to support the desired
performance. For example, a salesperson interacting with customers is on the
front stage, presenting professionalism and friendliness to influence buyers
positively.

Back Stage Behavior

In contrast, the back stage is a private space where individuals can relax,
drop their social mask, and prepare for future performances. This region
allows people to express feelings and behaviors that might be suppressed in
front stage settings. The back stage offers a candid view of a person's true
self or the work behind maintaining a particular public image. For instance,
employees chatting informally in a break room are in the back stage, away
from customers’ scrutiny.

Impression Management Techniques

Impression management is a core concept in Goffman’s analysis, referring to
the strategies individuals use to influence others’ perceptions. People
actively control information and behavior to create specific impressions that
align with social expectations or personal goals.

Common Techniques

e Appearance: Using clothing, grooming, and accessories to convey status,
professionalism, or group membership.

e Manner: Modulating tone of voice, body language, and facial expressions
to suit the social situation.

e Setting: Choosing or arranging the physical environment to support the
intended impression.

e Selective Disclosure: Sharing or withholding information strategically
to shape how others view one’s identity.



e Role Play: Adopting behaviors and attitudes expected of a particular
social role or context.

Significance of Impression Management

These techniques are essential for navigating social life, enabling
individuals to build trust, gain social approval, and avoid embarrassment.
Goffman emphasizes that impression management is dynamic and context-
dependent, requiring constant adjustment as social interactions unfold.

Roles and Role Performance

Goffman'’s presentation of self revolves around the concept of roles, which
are socially defined expectations for behavior associated with particular
positions or identities. Role performance involves enacting these
expectations to maintain social order and coherence.

Role Expectations

Every social role comes with a set of norms and scripts that guide behavior.
These expectations influence how individuals present themselves and interact
with others. For example, the role of a teacher includes being authoritative,
knowledgeable, and approachable. Adhering to these expectations helps
individuals gain legitimacy and acceptance within their social groups.

Role Conflict and Role Strain

Goffman also acknowledges the challenges that arise when individuals occupy
multiple roles with conflicting demands. Role conflict occurs when
expectations from different roles clash, while role strain refers to
difficulties in fulfilling the obligations of a single role. Managing these
tensions is part of the ongoing process of self-presentation and social
interaction.

The Social Construction of Self

The presentation of self in everyday life highlights the idea that identity
is not a fixed entity but is continuously constructed through interaction.
Goffman’s work suggests that the self emerges from the performances
individuals enact and the responses they receive from others.

Interaction as Identity Formation

Through social encounters, individuals negotiate meanings and define who they
are to themselves and others. The self is thus a product of social context
and relational dynamics rather than an innate characteristic. This
perspective challenges traditional views of identity as stable and internal,
emphasizing its fluid and performative nature.



Impression Management and Self-Concept

Impression management contributes to shaping self-concept by reinforcing
certain identities and suppressing others. Successful performances can
enhance self-esteem, while failed interactions may lead to embarrassment or
identity disruption. Goffman’s insights reveal the vulnerability and
creativity involved in maintaining a coherent sense of self in a complex
social world.

Applications and Contemporary Relevance

The presentation of self in everyday life remains highly relevant across
various disciplines and modern social contexts. Goffman’s dramaturgical
approach has been applied to fields such as communication studies,
psychology, marketing, and digital media analysis.

Social Media and Online Identity

In the digital age, impression management extends to online platforms where
individuals curate profiles and interactions to project idealized versions of
themselves. The front stage and back stage distinction is blurred as private
and public boundaries shift, making Goffman’s theories crucial for
understanding virtual self-presentation.

Organizational and Professional Settings

Within workplaces, employees use role performance and impression management
to navigate hierarchies and professional norms. Training in social skills and
emotional labor often incorporates Goffman’s concepts to improve
interpersonal effectiveness and organizational culture.

Everyday Life and Interpersonal Relationships

Beyond academic applications, the presentation of self influences daily
social life, shaping friendships, family dynamics, and community
interactions. Awareness of these social performances can enhance empathy and
communication skills by revealing the complexities behind seemingly simple
interactions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Erving Goffman's 'The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life'?
The main thesis of Goffman's work is that individuals perform roles in

everyday life similar to actors on a stage, managing impressions to control
how others perceive them.



How does Goffman describe social interactions in 'The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life'?

Goffman describes social interactions as theatrical performances where people
use 'fronts' such as appearance and manner to convey a desired impression to
others.

What does Goffman mean by 'front stage' and 'back
stage' behavior?
'Front stage' refers to when individuals perform and adhere to social

expectations in public, while 'back stage' is where they can relax and be
themselves without performing.

How is the concept of 'impression management'
important in Goffman's theory?

Impression management is central to Goffman's theory as it explains how
individuals actively control the image they present to others to influence
social interactions.

Can Goffman’s ideas in 'The Presentation of Self in
Everyday Life' be applied to social media?

Yes, Goffman's ideas apply to social media as users curate their profiles and
posts to manage impressions and present idealized versions of themselves
online.

What role do 'props' play in Goffman's dramaturgical
analysis?
Props are objects or settings used by individuals during social performances

to support the impression they wish to convey, such as clothing or personal
belongings.

How does Goffman’'s work challenge traditional views
of identity?

Goffman challenges the idea of a fixed identity by showing that identity is
fluid and constructed through social interactions and performances.

What is the significance of 'teams' in Goffman’s
presentation of self?

Teams are groups of individuals who cooperate to maintain a shared
performance and support each other's presentations to the audience.

How does embarrassment function in the context of
Goffman’s theory?

Embarrassment occurs when a performance is disrupted or fails, threatening
the desired impression and social order, highlighting the risks involved in



impression management.

Why is 'The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life'
still relevant in sociology today?

It remains relevant because it provides a foundational framework for
understanding identity, interaction, and social behavior, especially in
contemporary contexts like digital communication.

Additional Resources

1. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life by Erving Goffman

This seminal work by Erving Goffman introduces the concept of dramaturgy,
where social interaction is analyzed as a theatrical performance. Goffman
explores how individuals present themselves to others to control or guide
impressions. The book delves into the roles people play and the strategies
they use in everyday encounters, highlighting the fluid and dynamic nature of
social identity.

2. Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior by Erving Goffman

A collection of essays that expands on Goffman’s ideas about social
interaction and the maintenance of "face," or social dignity. The book
investigates the rituals people engage in during face-to-face encounters to
uphold social order. It offers deep insights into the subtle, often
unnoticed, ways people manage impressions and negotiate social realities.

3. Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience by Erving
Goffman

In this book, Goffman examines how individuals organize experiences and
interpret events through "frames" or mental structures. The work complements
his ideas on self-presentation by explaining how people make sense of social
reality and adjust their performances accordingly. It is essential for
understanding the cognitive processes behind social interaction.

4. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity by Erving Goffman
Goffman explores the concept of stigma and how individuals manage identities
that are socially discredited. The book discusses strategies for coping with
and concealing stigmatized traits to maintain a positive self-presentation.
It provides a critical perspective on the challenges of identity work in
social settings.

5. Self and Identity: Personal, Social, and Symbolic by Anthony Giddens
Giddens offers a broad sociological perspective on self and identity,
focusing on how they are constructed and presented in everyday life. The book
discusses the interplay between individual agency and social structures,
complementing Goffman’s dramaturgical approach. It is valuable for
understanding the broader context of self-presentation.

6. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of
Knowledge by Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann

This classic text argues that reality is socially constructed through
interaction and shared meanings. It provides a theoretical foundation for
understanding how self-presentation and identity are shaped by social
processes. The book is influential in the study of everyday life and symbolic
interaction.

7. Body Ritual Among the Nacirema by Horace Miner



Though a shorter anthropological essay, this work cleverly illustrates how
everyday behaviors can be viewed as ritualistic performances. It indirectly
complements Goffman'’s ideas by showing how culture shapes the presentation of
self and social norms. The essay encourages readers to reflect on the
performative aspects of daily life.

8. Identity Work: Negotiating the Self in Social Contexts edited by Dennis R.
Brannon

This collection examines various approaches to identity and self-presentation
within social contexts. The essays explore how individuals negotiate their
identities amid social expectations and interactions. It expands on Goffman’s
framework by integrating contemporary research on identity processes.

9. Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life: Twenty-Five Years Later edited

by Stanley A. Deetz

This volume revisits Goffman’s original work through contemporary essays and

critiques. Contributors analyze the lasting impact of Goffman’s dramaturgical
model and explore new directions in the study of self-presentation. It is an

essential resource for understanding the evolution of theories about everyday
identity and interaction.
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