
Presentation Of Self In Everyday Life Goffman 1

Presentation Of Self In Everyday
Life Goffman

Presentation Of Self In
Everyday Life Goffman

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com

by Johns & Mason

INTRODUCTION: THE WORLD AS
A STAGE

In  1956,  sociologist  Erving  Goffman
p u b l i s h e d  a  b o o k  t h a t  w o u l d
fundamenta l ly  change  how  we
understand  human  interact ion.
Presentation  Of  Self  In  Everyday
Life  Goffman  introduced  the  world  to
what  he  called  the  "dramaturgical
approach" — the idea that social life is
best  understood  as  a  theatr ical
performance. Just as actors on a stage
present a character to an audience, each
of us performs a version of ourselves in
our  daily  interactions.  This  simple  yet
profound  insight  has  shaped  fields  from
sociology and psychology to marketing
and  communication  studies.  But  what
does  the  Presentation  Of  Self  In
Everyday  Life  Goffman  theory  truly
mean,  and  why  does  it  remain  so
relevant decades after its publication?
Goffman proposed that when we interact
with  others,  we are  not  simply  "being
ourselves"  in  a  straightforward  sense.
Instead,  we are actively managing the
impressions  we  give  off,  carefully
selecting  what  to  reveal  and  what  to
conceal, adjusting our behavior based on
who is watching. This article explores the
key  concepts  of  Goffman's  theory,  its
practical applications, and the enduring
significance  of  understanding  the
Presentation  Of  Self  In  Everyday

Life Goffman framework in our modern
world.

THE DRAMATURGICAL
METAPHOR: LIFE AS A STAGE

At  the  heart  of  the  Presentation  Of
Self In Everyday Life Goffman  theory
lies  the  dramaturgical  metaphor.
Goffman  argued  that  social  life  can  be
analyzed using the language of theater.
He saw individuals as performers, social
settings  as  stages,  and  observers  as
audiences.  Every  interaction,  from  a
casual greeting to a formal job interview,
involves a performance where we try to
project a particular image of ourselves.
Goffman was not suggesting that people
are  being  dishonest  or  manipulative.
R a t h e r ,  h e  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h i s
performative  aspect  of  social  life  is  a
natural  and  necessary  part  of  human
interaction. We all have multiple selves
that  we  present  in  different  contexts.
The  self  you  show  to  your  boss  is
different from the self  you show to your
closest  friends,  and  that  is  perfectly
normal.  The Presentation Of Self  In
Everyday  Life  Goffman  framework
helps  us  understand  these  shifts  in
behavior  without  judging  them  as
insincere  or  artificial.

Performers and
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Audiences
In  Goffman's  model,  every  social
interaction involves  at  least  two roles:
the  performer  and  the  audience.  The
performer  is  the  person attempting  to
pro ject  a  part icu lar  ident i ty  or
impression.  The  audience  consists  of
those  who  observe  and  interpret  this
performance. Critically, the audience is
not passive. They actively evaluate the
performance,  looking  for  signs  of
authenticity  or  inconsistency.  This
mutual  awareness  creates  a  complex
dynamic where both parties are engaged
in  a  delicate  dance  of  impression
management.

FRONT STAGE AND BACK STAGE
BEHAVIOR

One  of  the  most  influential  concepts  in
the Presentation Of Self In Everyday
Life  Goffman  theory  is  the  distinction
between  front  stage  and  back  stage
behavior. Goffman argued that social life
is  divided  into  different  regions,  each
with  its  own  rules  and  expectations.

The Front Stage
T h e  f r o n t  s t a g e  i s  w h e r e  t h e
performance takes place. It is the public
arena  where  we  are  aware  of  being
watched  and  adjust  our  behavior
accordingly.  On  the  front  stage,  we
adhere  to  social  norms,  follow scripts,
and  maintain  the  persona  we  wish  to
project.  For  example,  a  waiter  in  a
restaurant  performs  the  role  of  a
courteous  and  efficient  service
professional  while  interacting  with
customers.  This  front  stage  behavior
includes  specific  language,  posture,  and
emotional  expressions  that  are
appropriate  for  the  setting.

Goffman  emphasized  that  the  front
stage  is  not  just  about  individual
behavior  but  also  includes  the  setting
itself — the physical environment, props,
and decor that help establish the context
for  the  performance.  A  lawyer's  office
with  diplomas  on  the  wall,  a  doctor's
white coat, and a teacher's podium are
all front stage elements that support the
performance  of  professionalism  and
authority.

The Back Stage
The back stage is where the performer
can relax and step out of character. It is
a  private  or  semi-private  space where
the  audience  is  not  present,  and  the
performer  can  drop  the  carefully
maintained persona. In the back stage,
the waiter might complain about difficult
customers, adjust their uniform, or have
an  in fo rmal  conversat ion  w i th
colleagues.  The Presentation Of Self
In  Everyday  Life  Goffman  theory
highlights  that  the  back  stage  is
essential for maintaining social life — it
is  where  performers  prepare  for  their
next performance, decompress from the
demands  of  front  stage  behavior,  and
engage  in  behaviors  that  would  be
inappropriate in public view.
The boundary between front stage and
back stage can vary across cultures and
contexts. What is considered back stage
in one setting might be front stage in
another .  Unders tand ing  these
boundaries  is  crucial  for  navigating
social  situations  effectively.

IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT: THE
ART OF CONTROLLING
PERCEPTIONS

Impression  management  is  a  central
concept  within  the  Presentation  Of



Presentation Of Self In Everyday Life Goffman 3

3

Self  In  Everyday  Life  Goffman
framework. It refers to the conscious and
unconscious strategies we use to control
how  others  perceive  us.  Goffman
identified  several  key  techniques  of
impression  management  that  people
employ  in  their  daily  lives.

Defensive
Practices
Defensive practices are strategies used
by the performer  to  protect  their  own
performance. These include:

Dramaturgical loyalty: Ensuring
that team members maintain the
performance and do not betray the
team's secrets.
Dramaturgical discipline: The
ability to maintain self-control and
perform consistently even under
pressure.
Dramaturgical circumspection:
Carefully planning performances in
advance and anticipating potential
disruptions.

Protective
Practices
Protective practices are strategies used
by the audience to help the performer
maintain  their  performance.  Goffman
noted that audiences often collude with
performers  to  avoid  embarrassing
situations. For example, if someone trips
on stage, the audience may politely look
away  or  pretend  not  to  notice.  This
cooperation  helps  maintain  the  social
order and allows interactions to proceed
smoothly.

Sign Vehicles
Goffman  also  discussed  the  importance
of sign vehicles — the means by which
we convey information about ourselves
to others. These include:

Social setting: The physical
environment and its arrangement.
Appearance: Clothing, grooming,
and other visual cues.
Manner: Demeanor, tone of voice,
and body language.

The Presentation Of Self In Everyday
Life  Goffman  theory  emphasizes  that
consistency between these sign vehicles
is crucial for a believable performance. If
someone  dresses  like  a  doctor  but
speaks  with  uncertainty  and  uses
unprofessional  language,  the  audience
will  perceive  an  inconsistency  and
question  the  performance.

THE CONCEPT OF FACE AND
FACE-WORK

Another  important  component  of  the
Presentation  Of  Self  In  Everyday
Life  Goffman  theory  is  the  concept  of
face  and  face-work.  Goffman  defined
face as the positive social value a person
claims for themselves through the line
they  take  in  interactions.  In  simpler
terms,  face  is  the  image  of  ourselves
that  we  project  and  want  others  to
accept. Face-work refers to the actions
we take to maintain face — both our own
and that of others.
Goffman observed that people are highly
motivated  to  maintain  face  in  social
interactions.  Losing  face  —  being
embarrassed, humiliated, or exposed —
is  a  deeply  uncomfortable  experience
that people go to great lengths to avoid.
This  concern  with  face  explains  many
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common  soc ia l  r i tua ls ,  such  as
apologies,  excuses,  and  compliments,
which serve to repair or protect face.
Face-work  is  particularly  important  in
situations  where  a  performance  has
been  disrupted  or  threatened.  When
someone makes a social mistake — such
as  forgetting  someone's  name  or
accidentally  insulting  someone — both
parties  engage in  face-work to restore
the  interaction  to  its  normal  flow.  The
person  who  made  the  mistake  might
apologize  or  make  a  self-deprecating
joke,  while  the  other  person  might
respond  w i th  reassurance  and
understanding. This cooperative effort to
maintain face is a fundamental aspect of
social life.

TEAMS AND PERFORMANCES:
THE COLLABORATIVE SELF

Goffman  recognized  that  performances
are often not solitary endeavors. Many
social  performances  involve  teams  —
groups of individuals who cooperate to
present  a  shared  definition  of  the
situation. The Presentation Of Self In
Everyday  Life  Goffman  theory
explores  how  team  members  work
together  to  maintain  a  collective
performance.
For example, a family hosting a dinner
party  presents  a  united  front  to  their
guests, cooperating to project an image
of warmth, hospitality, and harmony —
even  if  the  family  members  had  an
argument  before  the  guests  arrived.
Similarly,  employees  in  a  workplace
often  form  teams  that  support  each
other's  performances,  maintaining
shared secrets and helping each other
avoid embarrassing situations.
Teams  can  be  formal  or  informal,
temporary  or  long-lasting.  What  defines
a  team  is  a  shared  commitment  to

maintaining a particular definition of the
situation. Team members have access to
the  back  stage  and  are  expected  to
maintain  dramaturgical  loyalty  by  not
reveal ing  the  team's  secrets  to
outsiders.

REGIONS AND REGIONAL
BEHAVIOR

The Presentation Of Self In Everyday
Life Goffman  theory also examines the
concept  of  regions  and  how  behavior
changes  across  different  social  spaces.
Goffman  identified  three  main  types  of
regions:

Front regions: Where1.
performances are given and the
audience is present.
Back regions: Where performers2.
can relax and prepare for their
performances away from the
audience.
Outside regions: Spaces that are3.
neither front nor back but remain
outside the performance area.

The boundaries between these regions
are  often  marked  by  physical  barriers
such  as  doors,  walls,  or  curtains,  but
they can also be more subtle. A lowered
voice, a shift in posture, or a change in
topic  can  signal  a  transition  between
regions.  Goffman  noted  that  people
become skilled at reading these cues to
determine which region they are in and
what behavior is expected.
The  concept  of  regions  has  particular
relevance in the digital age, where the
boundaries  between  front  stage  and
back  stage  are  increasingly  blurred.
Social  media,  for  instance,  creates  a
complex environment where private and
public  spaces  overlap,  making  it
chal lenging  to  manage  mult iple
performances  effectively.
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CRITIQUES AND CONTEMPORARY
RELEVANCE

While  the  Presentation  Of  Self  In
Everyday  Life  Goffman  theory  has
been  enormously  influential,  it  has  also
faced  criticism.  Some  scholars  argue
that  Goffman's  dramaturgical  model  is
too  cynical,  suggesting  that  all  social
interaction  is  calculated  and  strategic.
Others  contend  that  the  theory
overemphasizes the individual's agency
in  constructing  their  identity  while
underestimating  the  role  of  structural
factors like race, class, and gender.
Despite  these  critiques,  the  theory
remains highly relevant. In fact, the rise
o f  s o c i a l  m e d i a  a n d  d i g i t a l
communication  has  given  new  life  to
Goffman's  ideas.  Consider  how  carefully
people  curate  their  online  profiles,
selecting  which  photos  to  share  and
which aspects of their lives to highlight.
This  is  impression  management  in  its
most visible form. The Presentation Of
Self In Everyday Life Goffman  theory
p r o v i d e s  a  p o w e r f u l  l e n s  f o r
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e s e  d i g i t a l
performances.

Application in
Modern Contexts
Goffman's  insights  have  been  applied
across  numerous  fields:

Organizational behavior:
Understanding how employees

manage their professional image.
Marketing and branding:
Creating consistent brand
performances across different
platforms.
Political communication:
Analyzing how politicians craft
their public personas.
Therapy and counseling:
Helping clients understand the
roles they play in their
relationships.

GOFFMAN'S LEGACY IN MODERN
SOCIETY

T h e  e n d u r i n g  p o w e r  o f  t h e
Presentation  Of  Self  In  Everyday
Life Goffman theory lies in its ability to
illuminate  the  everyday  dramas  that
unfold around us. By recognizing social
life as a performance, we become more
aware  of  the  work  that  goes  into
mainta in ing  our  ident i t ies  and
relationships.  We  also  become  more
understanding of the challenges others
face in presenting their own selves.
In a world where authenticity is highly
valued,  Goffman's  theory  offers  a
nuanced  perspective.  Rather  than
viewing  performance  as  inauthentic,
Goffman  showed  that  performing  is  an
essential part of being human. The self is
not  a  fixed  entity  but  something  we
create  and  recreate  through  our
i n te rac t i ons  w i th  o the r s .  The
Presentation  Of  Self  In  Everyday
Life  Goffman  framework  teaches  us
that we are all, in a sense, actors on a
stage — not because we are pretending,


