ERVING GOFFMAN
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life

A summary of key concepts and ideas

Goffman draws the parallel between an individual's everyday activities and a performance presented to an audience. Goffman uses the term "performance" to refer to activities of an individual before a set of observers. Thus, everyone everywhere is playing a "role". Eventually, the conception of role becomes second nature and is infused into an individual's personality. Goffman refers to several elements of role-playing, or a performance: 

· front

· dramatic realisation

· idealisation

· misrepresentation

· reality and contrivance. 

Front

The author defines "front" as the part that "regularly functions…in a fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe the performance." An important part of front is the "setting", which is the scene that provides the background of a performance. For example, a living room may be the setting of some kind of performance. 

Similarly, at the individual level, personal fronts provide the backdrop of a performance. Personal fronts may include age, ethnicity, gender, size and looks, posture, facial expressions and more. Notice that some may be relatively fixed while some others are transitory. For instance, ethnicity is fixed while facial expressions change over time.

Dramatic realisation

Goffman also suggests that an individual "infuses his activity with signs which highlight and portray confirmatory facts that might otherwise remain obscure". In other words, an individual performer often tries to make the "invisible" visible in some way. For an individual to dramatise his or her role, he or she must invest a significant amount of energy. Thus, a side effect of dramatic realisation becomes that individuals often find themselves with the dilemma of expression vs. action. Those who have the time and talent to perform a task well may not have the time or talent to make it apparent that they are performing well.

Idealisation

A performance often presents an idealised view of the situation. More specifically, we often try to seem a little better than we are. An individual's performance tends to exemplify social norm. For example, a woman may dress in certain ways in conformity to "official", common, values. However, there's a gap between our "human" self & "socialised" self. We do not merely live our "human" self but act out our "socialised" self, by playing a chosen character, defending and idealising our passions.

Misrepresentation

The audience tends to think of a performance as genuine or false. However, Goffman points out that we can study false performances to learn about honest performances. 

Reality & Contrivance

Two common-sense models are honest and false performances. Goffman points out that performers may be sincerely convinced of their sincerity, but the performances may still be deliberate, "managed". Thus, honest, sincere performances may not be connected to "reality" as we might assume.

Goffman uses the example of the doctor who is forced to give a placebo to a patient, fully aware of its impotence, as a result of the desire of the patient for more extensive treatment (18). In this way, the individual develops identity or persona as a function of interaction with others, through an exchange of information that allows for more specific definitions of identity and behaviour. 

Goffman explores nature of group dynamics through a discussion of "teams" and the relationship between performance and audience. He uses the concept of the team to illustrate the work of a group of individuals who "co-operate" in performance, attempting to achieve goals sanctioned by the group (79). Co-operation may manifest itself as unanimity in demeanour and behaviour or in the assumption of differing roles for each individual, determined by the desired intent in performance. Goffman refers to the "shill," a member of the team who "provides a visible model for the audience of the kind of response the performers are seeking," promoting psychological excitement for the realisation of a (generally monetary) goal, as an example of a "discrepant role" in the team (146). In each circumstance, the individual assumes a front that is perceived to enhance the group's performance. 
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