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INTRODUCTION 

The study of face-to-face interaction in natural settings 
doesn't yet have an adequate name. Moreover, the analyti­
cal boundaries of the field remain unclear. Somehow, but 
only somehow, a brief time span is involved, a limited ex­
tension in space, and a restriction to those events that must 
go on to completion once they have begun. There is a close 
meshing with the ritual properties of persons and with 
the egocentric forms of territoriality. 

The subject matter, however, can be identified. It is 
that class of events which occurs during co-presence and 
by virtue of co-presence. The ultimate behavioral mate­
rials are the glances, gestures, positionings, and verbal 
statements that people continuously feed into the situa­
tion, whether intended or not. These are the external signs 
of orientation and involvement-states of mind and body 
not ordinarily examined with respect to their social or­
ganization. 

The close, systematic examination of these "small be­
haviors" has begun to develop, stimulated by impressive 
current studies of animals and of language, and supported 
by the resources available for the study of interaction in 
"small groups" and the psychotherapies. 

One objective in dealing with these data is to describe 
the natural units of interaction built up from them, begin­
ning with the littlest-for example, the fleeting facial move 
an individual can make in the game of expressing his align­
ment to what is happening-and ending with affairs such 
as week-long conferences, these being the interactional 
mastodons that push to the limit what can be called a so­
cial occasion. A second objective is to uncover the norma-
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tive order prevailing within and between these units, that 
is, the behavioral order found in all peopled places, 
whether public, semi-public, or private, and whether un­
der the auspices of an organized social occasion or the 
flatter constraints of merely a routinized social setting. '" 
Both of these objectives can be advanced through serious 
ethnography: we need to identify the countless patterns 
and natural sequences of behavior occurring whenever 
persons come into one another's immediate presence. And 
we need to see these events as a subject matter in their 
own right, analytically distinguished from neighboring 
areas, for example, social relationships, little social groups, 
communication systems, and strategic interaction. 

A sociology of occasions is here advocated. Social or­
ganization is the central theme, but what is organized is 
the co-mingling of persons and the temporary interactional 
enterprises that can arise therefrom. A normatively stabi­
lized structure is at issue, a "social gathering," but this is 
a shifting entity, necessarily evanescent, created by ar­
rivals and killed by departures. 

The first five papers in this book appear in the order of 
their original publication with only a few editorial 
changes; the sixth, comprising almost half of the volume, 
is published here for the first time. I'm afraid there is not 
much that is botanical about them. But they do focus on 
one general issue that remains of interest to the ethnog­
rapher and will always have to receive some consideration. 

I assume that the proper study of interaction is not the 
individual and his psychology, but rather the syntactical 
relations among the acts of different persons mutually 
present to one another. None the less, since it is individual 
actors who contribute the ultimate materials, it will always 
be reasonable to ask what general properties they must 
have if tllis sort of contribution is to be expected of them. 

'" I have made an attempt along these lines in Behavior in 
Public Places (New York, The Free Press of Glencoe, 1966). 

z 



INTRODUCTION 

What minimal model of the actor is needed if we are to 
wind him up, stick him in amongst his fellows, and have 
an orderly traffic of behavior emerge? What minimal 
model is required if the student is to anticipate the lines 
along which an individual, qua interactant, can be effec­
tive or break down? That is what these papers are about. 
A psychology is necessarily involved, but one stripped and 
cramped to suit the sociological study of conversation, 
track meets, banquets, jury trials, and street loitering. 

Not, then, men and their moments. Rather moments and 
their men. 
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ON FACE-WORK* 

An Analysis of 
Ritual Elements in Social Interaction 

Every person lives in a world of social encounters, in­
volving him either in face-to face or mediated contact 
with other participants. In each of these contacts, he tends 
to act out what is sometimes called a line-that is, a pattern 
of verbal and nonverbal acts by which he expresses his 
view of the situation and through this his evaluation of 
the participants, especially himself. Regardless of whether 
a person intends to take a line, he will find that he has 
done so in eHect. The other participants will assume that 
he has more or less willfully taken a stand, so that if he is 
to deal with their response to him he must take into con­
sideration the impression they have possibly formed of 
him. 

The term face may be defined as the positive social value 
a person eHectively claims for himself by the line others 
assume he has taken during a particular contact. Face is 
an image of self delineated in terms of approved social 
attributes-albeit an image that others may share, as when 
a person makes a good showing for his profession or re­
ligion by making a good showing for himself.l 

• This paper was written at the University of Chicago; for 
financial support in writing it, I am indebted to aU. S. Public 
Health Grant (No. M70.z[6]MH[S]) for a study of the char­
acteristics of social interaction of individuals, headed by Dr. 
William Soskin of the Department of Psychology, University 
of ChicagB. 

1 For discussions of the Chinese Conception of face, see the 
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A person tends to experience an immediate emotional 
response to the face which a contact with others allows 
him; he cathects his face; his "feelings" become attached' 
to it. If the encounter sustains an image of him that he 
has long taken for granted, he probably will have few 
feelings about the matter. If events establish a face for 
him that is better than he might have expected, he is likely 
to "feel good"; if his ordinary expectations are not fulfilled, 
one expects that he will "feel bad" or "feel hurt." In gen­
eral, a person's attachment to a particular face, coupled 
with the ease with which disconfirming information can 
be conveyed by himself and others, provides one reason 
why he finds that participation in any contact with others 
is a commitment. A person will also have feelings about 
the face sustained for the other participants, and while 
these feelings may differ in quantity and direction from 
those he has for his own face, they constitute an involve­
ment in the face of others that is as immediate and 
spontaneous as the involvement he has in his own face. 
One's own face and the face of others are constructs of 
the same order; it is the rules of the group and the defini­
tion of the situation which determine how much feeling 
one is to have for face and how this feeling is to be dis­
tributed among the faces involved. 

A person may be said to have, or be in, or maintain face 
when the line he effectively takes presents an image of 
him that is internally consistent, that is supported by 
judgments and evidence conveyed by other participants, 
and that is confirmed by evidence conveyed through im-

following: Hsien Chin Hu, "The Chinese Concept of 'Face,''' 
American Anthropologist, 1944, n.s. 46:45-64. Martin C. Yang, 
A Chinese Village (New York, Columbia University Press, 
1945), pp. 167-72. J. Macgowan, Men and Manners of Mod­
ern China (London, Unwin, 1912), pp. 301-12. Arthur H. 
Smith, Chinese Characteristics (New York, Felming H. Revell 
Co., 1894), pp. 16-18. For a comment on the American Indian 
conception of face, see Marcel Mauss, The Gift, tr. Ian Cunni­
son (London, Cohen & West, 1954), p. 38. 
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personal agencies in the situation. At such times the per­
son's face clearly is something that is not lodged in or on 
his body, but rather something that is diffusely located 
in the flow of events in the encounter and becomes mani­
fest only when these events are read and interpreted for 
the appraisals expressed in them. 

The line maintained by and for a person during contact 
with others tends to be of a legitimate institutionalized 
kind. During a contact of a particular type, an interactant 
of known or visible attributes can expect to be sustained 
in a particular face and can feel that it is morally proper 
that this should be so. Given his attributes and the con­
ventionalized nature of the encounter, he will find a small 
choice of lines will be open to him and a small choice of 
faces will be waiting for him. Further, on the basis of a 
few known attributes, he is given the responsibility of 
possessing a vast number of others. His coparticipants are 
not likely to be conscious of the character of many of these 
attributes until he acts perceptibly in such a way as to 
discredit his possession of them; then everyone becomes 
conscious of these attributes and assumes that he willfully 
gave a false impression of possessing them. 

Thus while concern for face focuses the attention of 
the person on the current activity, he must, to maintain 
face in this activity, take into consideration his place in 
the social world beyond it. A person who can maintain 
face in the current situation is someone who abstained 
from certain actions in the past that would have been 
difficult to face up to later. In addition, he fears loss of 
face now partly because the others may take this as a sign 
that consideration for his feelings need not be shown in 
the future. There is nevertheless a limitation to this inter­
dependence between the current situation and the wider 
social world: an encounter with people whom he will not 
have dealings with again leaves him free to take a high 
line that the future will discredit, or free to suffer humilia-
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tions that would make future dealings with them an em­
barrassing thing to have to face. 

A person may be said to be in wrong face when in­
formation is brought forth in some way about his social 
worth which cannot be integrated, even with effort, into l 

the line that is being sustained for him. A person may be 
said to be out of face when he participates in a contact 
with others without having ready a line of the kind 
participants � in such situations are expected to take. The 
intent of many pranks is to lead a person into showing a 
wrong face or no face, but there will also be serious occa­
sions, of course, when he will find himself expressively 
out of touch with the situation. 

When a person senses that he is in face, he typically 
responds with feelings of confidence and assurance. Firm 
in the line he is taking, he feels that he can hold his head 
up and openly present himself to others. He feels some 
security and some relief-as he also can when the others 
feel he is in wrong face but successfully hide these feel-
ings from him. 

. 

When a person is in wrong face or out of face, expres­
sive events are being contributed to the encounter which 
cannot be readily woven into the expressive fabric of the 
occasion. Should he sense that he is in wrong face or out 
of face, he is likely to feel ashamed and inferior because 
of what has happened to the activity on his account and 
because of what may happen to his reputation as a par­
ticipant. Further, he may feel bad because he had relied 
upon the encounter to support an image of self to which 
he has become emotionally attached and which he now 
finds threatened. Felt lack of judgmental support from 
the encounter may take him aback, confuse him, and 
momentarily incapacitate him as an interactant. His man­
ner and bearing may falter, collapse, and crumble. He 
may become embarrassed and chagrined; he may become 
shamefaced. The feeling, whether warranted or not, that 
he is perceived in a flustered state by others, and that he 
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is presenting no usable line, may add further injuries to 
his feelings, just as his change from being in wrong face 
or out of face to being shamefaced can add further dis­
order to the expressive organization of the situation. Fol­
lowing common usage, I shall employ the term poise to 
refer to the capacity to suppress and conceal any tendency 
to become shamefaced during encounters with others. 

In our Anglo-American society, as in some others, the 
phrase "to lose face" seems to mean to be in wrong face, 
to be out of face, or to be shamefaced. The phrase "to 
save one's face" appears to refer to the process by which 
the person sustains an impression for others that he has 
not lost face. Following Chinese usage, one can say that 
"to give face" is to arrange for another to take a better line 
than he might otherwise have been able to take,2 the other 
thereby gets face given him, this being one way in which 
he can gain face. 

As an aspect of the social code of any social circle, one 
may expect to find an understanding as to how far a per­
son should go to save his face. Once he takes on a self­
image expressed through face he will be expected to live 
up to it. In different ways in different societies he will be 
required to show self-respect, abjuring certain actions be­
cause they are above or beneath him, while forcing him­
self to perform others even though they cost him dearly. 
By entering a situation in which he is given a face to 
maintain, a person takes on the responsibility of standing 
guard over the How of events as they pass before him. He 
must ensure that a particular expressive order is sustained 
-an order that regulates the How of events, large or 
small, so that anything that appears to be expressed by 
them will be consistent with his face. When a person mani­
fests these compunctions primarily from duty to himself, 
one speaks in our society of pride; when he does so be­
cause of duty to wider social units, and receives support 

2 See, for example, Smith, footnote 1; p. 17. 
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from these units in doing so, one speaks of honor. When 
these compunctions have to do with postural things, with 
expressive events derived from the way in which the per­
son handles his body, his emotions, and the things with 
which he has physical contact, one speaks of dignity, this 
being an aspect of expressive control that is always praised 
and never studied. In any case, while his social face can 
be his most personal possession and the center of his 
security and pleasure, it is only on loan to him from so­
ciety; it will be withdrawn unless he conducts himself in 
a way that is worthy of it. Approved attributes and their 
relation to face make of every man his own jailer; this is a 
fundamental social constraint even though each man may 
like his cell. 

Just as the member of any group is expected to have 
self-respect, so also he is expected to sustain a standard of 
considerateness; he is expected to go to certain lengths 
to save the feelings and the face of others present, and 
he is expected to do this willingly and spontaneously be­
cause of emotional identification with the others and with 
their feelings. a In consequence, he is disinclined to wit­
ness the defacement of others.4 The person who can wit-

s Of course, the more power and prestige the others have, 
the more a person is likely to show consideration for their feel­
ings, as H. E. Dale suggests in The Higher Civil Service of 
Great Britain (Oxford, Oxford Univ. Press, 1941) ,  p. 126n. 
"The doctrine of 'feelings' was expounded to me many years 
ago by a very eminent civil servant with a pretty taste in cyni­
cism. He explained that the importance of feelings varies in 
close correspondence with the importance of the person who 
feels. If the public interest requires that a junior clerk should 
be removed from his post, no regard need be paid to his 
feelings; if it is a case of an Assistant Secretary, they must be 
carefully considered, within reason; if it is a Permanent Secre­
tary, his feelings are a principal element in the situation, and 
only imperative public interest can override their requirements." 

4 Salesmen, especially street "stemmers," know that if they 
take a line that will be discredited unless the reluctant cus­
tomer buys, the customer may be trapped by considerateness 
and buy in order to save the face of the salesman and prevent 
what would ordinarily result in a scene. 
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ness another's humiliation and unfeelingly retain a cool 
countenance himself is said in our society to be "heart­
less," just as he who can unfeelingly participate in his own 
defacement is thought to be "shameless." 

The combined effect of the rule of self-respect al)d the 
rule of considerateness is that the person tends to conduct 
himself during an encounter so as to maintain both his own 
face and the face of the other participants. This means 
that the line taken by each participant is usually allowed 
to prevail, and each participant is allowed to carry off 
the role he appears to have chosen for himself. A state 
where everyone temporarily accepts everyone else's line is 
established. Ii This kind of mutual acceptance seems to be a 
basic structural feature of interaction, especially the inter­
action of face-to-face talk. It is typically a "working" ac­
ceptance, not a "real" one, since it tends to be based not 
on agreement of candidly expressed heart-felt evaluations, 
but upon a willingness to give temporary lip service to 
judgments with which the participants do not really agree. 

The mutual acceptance of lines has an important con­
servative effect upon encounters. Once the person initially 

Ii Surface agreement in the assessment of social worth does 
not, of course, imply equality; the evaluation consensually 
sustained of one participant may be quite different from the 
one consensually sustained of another. Such agreement is also 
compatible with expression of differences of opinion between 
two participants, provided each of the disputants shows "re­
spect" for the other, guiding the expression of disagreement so 
that it will convey an evaluation of the other that the other 
will be willing to convey about himself. Extreme cases are 
provided by wars, duels, and barroom fights, when these are 
Of a gentlemanly kind, for they can be conducted under con­
sensual auspices, with each protagonist guiding his action ac­
cording to the rules of the game, thereby making it possible 
for his action to be interpreted as an expression of a fair player 
openly in combat with a fair opponent. In fact, the rules and 
etiquette of any game can be analyzed as a means by which 
the image of a fair player can be expressed, just as the image 
of a fair player can be analyzed as a means by which the rules 
and etiquette of a game are sustained. 
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presents a line, he and the others tend to build their later 
responses upon it, and in a sense become stuck with it. 
Should the person radically alter his line, or should it be­
come discredited, then confusion results, for the partici­
pants will have prepared and committed themselves for � 
actions that are now unsuitable. 

Ordinarily, maintenance of face is a condition of inter­
action, not its objective. Usual objectives, such as gaining 
face for oneself, giving free expression to one's true beliefs, 
introducing depreciating information about the others, or 
solving problems and performing tasks, are typically pur­
sued in such a way as to be consistent with the mainte­
nance of face. To study face-saving is to study the traffic 
rules of social interaction; one learns about the code the 
person adheres to in his movement across the paths and 
designs of others, but not where he is going, or why he 
wants to get there. One does not even learn why he is 
ready to follow the code, for a large number of different 
motives can equally lead him to do so. He may want to 
save his own face because of his emotional attachment to 
the image of self which it expresses, because of his pride 
or honor, because of the power his presumed status al­
lows him to exert over the other participants, and so on. 
He may want to save the others' face because of his emo­
tional attachment to an image of them, or because he 
feels that his coparticipants have a moral right to this 
protection, or because he wants to avoid the hostility that 
may be directed toward him if they lose their face. He may 
feel that an assumption has been made that he is the sort 
of person who shows compassion and sympathy toward 
others, so that to retain his own face, he may feel obliged 
to be considerate of the line taken by the other participants. 

By face-work I mean to designate the actions taken by a 
person to make whatever he is doing consistent with face. 
Face-work serves to counteract "incidents" -that is, events 
whose effective symbolic implications threaten face. Thus 
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poise is one important type of face-work, for through 
poise the person controls his embarrassment and hence the 
embarrassment that he and others might have over his 
embarrassment Whether or not the full consequences of 
face-saving actions are known to the person who employs 
them, they often become habitual and standardized prac­
tices; they are like traditional plays in a game or tradi­
tional steps in a dance. Each person, subculture, and so­
ciety seems to have its own characteristic repertoire of 
face-saving practices. It is to this repertoire. that people 
partIy refer when they ask what a person or culture is 
"really" like. And yet the particular set of practices stressed 
by particular persons or groups seems to be drawn from a 
single logically coherent framework of possible practices. 
It is as if face, by its very nature, can be saved only in a 
certain number of ways, and as if each social grouping 
must . make its selections from this single matrix of pos­
sibilities. 

The members of every social circle may be expected to 
have some knowledge of face-work and some experience . 
in its use. In our society, this kind of capacity is sometimes 
called tact, savoir-faire, diplomacy, or social skill. Variation 
in social skill pertains more to the efficacy of face-work 
than to the frequency of its application, for almost all 
acts involving others are modified, prescriptively or pro­
scriptively, by considerations of face. 

If a person is to employ his repertoire of face-saving 
practices, obviously he must nrst become aware of the 
interpretations that others may have placed upon his acts 
and the interpretations that he ought perhaps to place 
upon theirs. In other words, he must exercise perceptive­
ness.6 But even if he is properly alive to symbolically con-

6 Presumably social skill and perceptiveness will be high in 
groups whose members frequently act as representatives of 
wider social units such as lineages or nations, for the player 
here is gambling with a face to which the feelings of man}' 
persons are attached. Similarly, 0ne might expect social skill 
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veyed judgments and is socially skilled, he must yet be 
wiIlfug to exercise his perceptiveness and his skill; he must, 
in short, be prideful and considerate. Admittedly, of course, 
the possession of perceptiveness and social skill so often 
leads to their application that in our society terms such 
as politeness or tact fail to distinguish between the in- � 
clination to exercise such capacities and the capacities 
themselves. 

I have already said that the person will have two 
points of view-a defensive orientation toward saving his 
own face and a protective orientation toward saving the 
others' face. Some practices will be primarily defensive 
and others primarily protective, although in general one 
may expect these two perspectives to be taken at the 
same time. In trying to save the face of others, the person 
must choose a tack that will not lead to loss of his own; in 
trying to save his own face, he must consider the loss of 
face that his action may entail for others. 

In many societies there is a tendency to distinguish 
three levels of responsibility that a person may have for a 
threat to face that his actions have created. First, he may 
appear to have acted innocently; his offense seems to be 
unintended and unwitting, and those who perceive his 
act can feel that he would have attempted to avoid it had 
he foreseen its offensive consequences. In our society one 
calls such threats to face faux pas, gaffes, boners, or 
bricks. Secondly, the offending person may appear to have 
acted maliciously and spitefully, with the intention of 
causing open insult. Thirdly, there are incidental offenses; 
these arise as an unplanned but sometimes anticipated 
by-product of action-action the' offender performs in spite 
of its offensive consequences, although not out of spite. 

to be well developed among those of Wgh station and those 
with whom they have dealings, for the more face an interactant 
has, the greater the number of events that may be inconsistent 
with it, and hence the greater the need for social skill to fore­
stall or counteract these inconsistencies. 
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From the point of view of a particular participant, these 
three types of threat can be introduced by the participant 
himself against his own face, by himself against the face 
of the others, by the others against their own face, or by 
the others against himself. Thus the person may find him­
self in many different relations to a threat to face. If he is 
to handle himself and others well in all contingencies, he 
will have to have a repertoire of face-saving practices for 
each of these possible relations to threat. 

THE BASIC KINDs OF FACE-WORK 

The avoidance process.-The surest way for a person to 
prevent threats to his face is to avoid contacts in which 
these threats are likely to occur. In all societies one can 
observe this in the avoidance relationship7 and in the 
tendency for certain delicate transactions to be conducted 
by go-betweens.8 Similarly, in many societies, members 
know the value of voluntarily making a gracious with­
drawal before an anticipated threat to face has had a 
chance to occur.9 

7 In our own society an illustration of avoidance is found in 
the middle- and upper-class Negro who avoids certain face­
to-face contacts with whites in order to protect the self­
evaluation projected by his clothes and manner. See, for ex­
ample, Charles Johnson, Patterns of Negr(J Segregation (New 
York, Harper, 1943 ), ch. 13. The function ef avoidance in 
maintaining the kinship system in small preliterate societies 
might be taken as a particular illustration ef the same general 
theme. 

8 An illustration is given by K. S. Latourette, The Chinese: 
Their History and Culture (New York, Macmillan, 1942) :  "A 
neighbor or a group of neighbors may tender their good offices 
in adjusting a quarrel in which each antagonist would be sacri­
ficing his face by taking the first step in approaching the other. 
The wise intermediary can effect the reconciliation while pre­
serving the dignity of both" (vol. 2: p. 211 ) .  

9 In an unpublished paper Harold Garfinkel has suggested 
that when the person finds that he has lost face in a conversa­
tional encounter, he may feel a desire to disappear or "drop 
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Once the person does chance an encounter, other kinds 
of avoidance practices come into play. As defensive meas­
ures, he keeps off topics and away from activities that 
would lead to the expression of information that is incon­
sistent with the line he is maintaining. At opportune m�­
ments he will change the topic of conversation or the di­
rection of activity. He will often present initially a front of 
diffidence and composure, suppressing any show of feel­
ing until he has found out what kind of line the others 
will be ready to support for him. Any claims regarding 
self may be made with belittling modesty, with strong 
qualifications, or with a note of unseriousness; by hedg­
ing in these ways he will have prepared a self for himself 
that will not be discredited by exposure, personal failure, 
or the unanticipated acts of others. And if he does not 
hedge his claims about self, he will at least attempt to 
be realistic about them, knowing that otherwise events 
may discredit him and make him lose face. 

Certain protective maneuvers are as common as these 
defensive ones. The person shows respect and politeness, 
making sure to extend to others any ceremonial treatment 
that might be their due. He employs discretion; he leaves 
unstated facts that might implicitly or explicitly contradict 
and embarrass the positive claims made by others.lO He 

through the floor," and that this may involve a wish not only 
to conceal loss of face but also to return magically to a point 
in time when it would have been possible to save face by 
avoiding the encounter. 

10 When the person knows the others well, he will know 
what issues ought not to be raised and what situations the 
others ought not to be placed in, and he will be free to introduce 
matters at will in all other areas. When the others are strangers 
to him, he will often reverse the fonnula, restricting himself 
to specific areas he knows are safe. On these occasions, as 
Simmel suggests, ". . . discretion consists by no means only in 
the respect for the secret of the other, for his specific will to con­
ceal this or that from us, but in staying away from the knowl­
edge of all that the other does not expressly reveal to us." See 
The SOCiology of Georg Simmel (Kurt H. Wolff, tr. and ed.) 
(Glencoe, Ill., Free Press, 1950), pp. 320-21. 
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employs circumlocutions and deceptions, phrasing his re­
plies with careful ambiguity so that the others' face is 
preserved even if their welfare is not.!! He employs 
courtesies, making slif'�t modifications of his demands on 
or appraisals of the others so that they will be able to 
define the situation as one in which their self-respect is 
not threatened. In making a belittling demand upon the 
others, or in imputing uncomplimentary attributes to them. 
he may employ a joking manner, allowing them to 
take the line that they are good sports, able to relax from 
their ordinary standards of pride and honor. And before 
engaging in a potentially offensive act, he may provide 
explanations as to why the others ought not to be affronted 
by it. For example, if he knows that it will be necessary 
to withdraw from the encounter before it has terminated, 
he may tell the others in advance that it is necessmy for 
him to leave, so that they will have faces that are prepared 
for it. But neutralizing the potentially offensive act need 
not be done verbally; he may wait for a propitious mo­
ment or natural break-for example, in conversation, a 
momentary lull when no one speaker can be affronted­
and then leave, in this way using the context instead of 
his words as a guarantee of inoffensiveness. 

When a person fails to prevent an incident, he can still 
attempt to maintain the fiction that no threat to face has 
occurred. The most blatant example of this is found where 

11 The Western traveler used to complain that the Chinese 
could never be trusted to say what they meant but always said 
what they felt their Western listener wanted to hear. The 
Chinese used to complain that the Westerner was brusque, 
boorish, and unmannered. In terms of Chinese standards, pre­
sumably, the conduct of a Westerner is so gauche that he 
creates an emergency, forcing the Asian to forgo any kind of 
direct reply in order to rush in with a remark that might rescue 
the Westerner from the compromising position in which he 
had placed himself. (See Smith, footnote 1; ch. 8, "The Talent 
for Indirection." ) This is an instance of the important group 
of misunderstandings which arise during interaction between 
persons who come from groups with different ritual standards. 
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the person acts as if an event that contains a threatening 
expression has not occurred at all. He may apply this 
studied nonobservance to his own acts-as when he does 
not by any outward sign admit that his stomach is rum­
bling-or to the acts of others, as when he does not "see" 
that another has stumbled.I2 SociaUife in mental hospit�s 
owes much to this process; patients employ it in regard to 
their own peculiarities, and visitors employ it, often with 
tenuous desperation, in regard to patients. In general, 
tactful blindness of this kind is applied only to events that, 
if perceived at all, could be perceived and interpreted 
only as threats to face. 

A more important, less spectacular kind of tactful over­
looking is practiced when a person openly aclmowledges 
an incident as an event that has occurred, but not as an 
event that contains a threatening expression. If he is not 
the one who is responsible for the incident, then his blind­
ness will have to be supported by his forbearance; if he 
is the doer of the threatening deed, then his blindness will 
have to be supported by his willingness to seek a way of 
dealing with the matter, which leaves him dangerously 
dependent upon the cooperative forbearance of the others. 

Another kind of avoidance occurs when a person loses 
control of his expressions during an encounter. At such 
times he may try not so much to overlook the incident as 
to hide or conceal his activity in some way, thus making 
it possible for the others to avoid some of the difficulties 
created by a participant who has not maintained face. 
Correspondingly, when a person is caught out of face be­
cause he had not expected to be thrust into interaction, 
or because strong feelings have disrupted his 'expressive 
mask, the others may protectively turn away from him or 
his activity for a moment, to give him time to assemble 
himself. 

12 A pretty example of this is found in parade-ground eti­
quette which may oblige those in a parade to treat anyone who 
faints as if he were not present at an. 
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The corrective process.-When the participants in an 
undertaking or encounter fail to prevent the occurrence 
of an event that is expressively incompatible with the 
judgments of social worth that are being maintained, and 
when the event is of the kind that is difficult to overlook, 
then the participants are likely to give it accredited status 
as an incident-to ratify it as a threat that deserves direct 
official attention-and to proceed to try to correct for its 
effects. At this point one or more participants find them­
selves in an established state of ritual disequilibrium or 
Hsgrace, and an attempt must be made to re-establish a 
satisfactory ritual state for them. I use the telID ritual 
because I am dealing with acts through whose symbolic 
component the actor shows how worthy he is of respect 
or how worthy he feels others are of it. The imagery of 
equilibrium is apt here because the length and intensity 
of the corrective effort is nicely adapted to the persistence 
and intensity of the threat,13 One's face, then, is a sacred 
thing, and the expressive order required to sustain it is 
therefore a ritual one. 

The sequence of acts set in motion by an acknowledged 
threat to face, and terminating in the re-establishment of 
ritual equilibrium, I shall call an interchange.14 Definmg 

13 This kind of imagery is one that social anthropologists 
seem to find naturally fitting. Note, for example, the implica­
tions of the following statement by Margaret Mead in her 
"Kinship in the Admiralty Islands," Anthropological Papers of 
the American Museum of Natural History, 34: 183-358: "If a 
husband beats his wife, custom demands that she leave him 
and go to her brother, real or officiating, and remain a length 
of time commensurate with the degree of her offended dignity" 
(p. 274)· 

14 The notion of interchange is drawn in part from Eliot D. 
Chapple, "Measuring Human Relations," Genetic Psychol. 
Monographs (1940) 22:3-147, especially pp. 26-30, and from 
A. B. Horsfall and C. A. Arensberg, "Teamwork and Productiv­
ity in a Shoe Factory," Human Organization (1949) 8: 13-
25, especially p. 19. For further material on the interchange 
as a unit see E. Coffman, "Communication Conduct in an 
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a message or move as everything conveyed by an actor 
during a turn at taking action, one can say that an inter­
change will involve two or more moves and two or more 
participants. Obvious examples in our society may be 
found in the sequence of "Excuse me" and "Certainly," 
and in the exchange of presents or visits. The interchange 
seems to be a basic concrete unit of social activity and 
provides one natural empirical way to study interaction 
of all kinds. Face-saving practices can be usefully classilled 
according to their position in the natural sequence of 
moves that comprise this unit. Aside from the event which 
introduces the need for a corrective interchange, four 
classic moves seem to be involved. 

There is, first, the challenge, by which participants take 
on the responsibility of calling attention to the misconduct; 
by implication they suggest that the threatened claims 
are to stand firm and that the threatening event itself will 
have to be brought back into line. 

The second move consists of the offering, whereby a 
participant, typically the offender, is given a chance to 
correct for the offense and re-establish the expressive or­
der. Some classic ways of making this move are available. 
On the one hand, an attempt can be made to show that 
what admittedly appeared to be a threatening expres­
sion is really a meaningless event, or an unintentional 
act, or a joke not meant to be taken seriously, or an un­
avoidable, "understandable" product of extenuating cir­
cumstances. On the other hand, the meaning of the event 
may be granted and effort concentrated on the creator of 
it. Information may be provided to show that the creator 
was under the influence of something and not himself, or 
that he was under the command of somebody else and 
not acting for himself. When a person claims that an act 
was meant in jest, he may go on and claim that the self 

Island Community," unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Department 
of SOciology, UniverSity of Chicago, 1953, especially chs. 12 
and 13, pp. 165-95. 
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that seemed to lie behind the act was also projected as a 
joke. When a person suddenly finds that he has demon­
strably failed in capacities that the others assumed him to 
have and to claim for himself-such as the capacity to spell, 
to perform minor tasks, to talk without malapropisms, and 
so on-he may quickly add, in a serious or unserious way, 
that he claims these incapacities as part of his self. The 
meaning of the threatening incident thus stands, but it 
can now be incorporated smoothly into the How of ex­
pressive events. 

As a supplement to or substitute for the strategy of 
redefining the offensive act or himself, the offender can 
follow two other procedures: he can provide compen­
sations to the injured-when it is not his own face that he 
has threatened; or he can provide punishment, penance, 
and expiation for himself. These are important moves or 
phases in the ritual interchange. Even though the offender 
may fail to prove his innocence, he can suggest through 
these means that he is now a renewed person, a person 
who has paid for his sin against the expressive order and 
is once more to be trusted in the judgmental scene. Fur­
ther, he can show that he does not treat the feelings of the 
others lightly, and that if their feelings have been injured 
by him, however innocently, he is prepared to pay a price 
for his action. Thus he assures the others that they can 
accept his explanations without this acceptance constitut­
ing a sign of weakness and a lack of pride on their part. 
Also, by his treatment of himself, by his self-castigation, 
he shows that he is clearly aware of the kind of crime he 
would have committed had the incident been what it first 
appeared to be, and that he knows the kind of punishment 
that ought to be accorded to one who would commit such 
a crime. The suspected person thus shows that he is thor­
oughly capable of taking the role of the others toward his 
own activity, that he can still be used as a responsible 
participant in the ritual process, and that the rules of 
conduct which he appears to have broken are still sacred, 

21 



INTERACTION RITUAL 

real, and unweakened. An offensive act may arouse 
anxiety about the ritual code; the offender allays this 
anxiety by showing that both the code and he as an up­
holder of it are still in working order. 

After the challenge and the offering have been made, 
the third move can occur: the persons to whom the offer­
ing is made can accept it as a satisfactory means of re­
establishing the expressive order and the faces supported 
by this order. Only then can the offender cease the major 
part of his ritual offering. 

In the terminal move of the interchange, the forgiven 
person conveys a sign of gratitude to those who have given 
him the indulgence of forgiveness. 

The phases of the corrective process-challenge, offer­
ing, acceptance, and thanks-provide a model for inter­
personal ritual behavior, but a model that may be departed 
from in significant ways. For example, the offended parties 
may give the offender a chance to initiate the offering on 
his own before a challenge is made and before they ratify 
the offense as an incident. This is a common courtesy, ex­
tended on the assumption that the recipient will introduce 
a self-challenge. Further, when the offended persons ac­
cept the corrective offering, the offender may suspect 
that this has been grudgingly done from tact, and so he 
may volunteer additional corrective offerings, not allowing 
the matter to rest until he has received a second or third 
acceptance of Ms repeated apology. Or the offended per­
sons may tactfully take over the role of the offender and 
volunteer excuses for him that will, perforce, be accept­
able to the offended persons. 

An important departure from the standard corrective 
cycle occurs when a challenged offender patently refuses 
to heed the warning and continues with his offending be­
havior, instead of setting the activity to rights. This move 
shifts the play back to the challengers. If they counte­
nance the refusal to meet their demands, then it will be 
plain that their challenge was a bluff and that the bluff has 
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been called. This is an untenable position; a face for them­
selves cannot be derived from it, and they are left to 
bluster. To avoid this fate, some classic moves are open 
to them'. For instance, they can resort to tactless, violent 
retaliation, destroying either themselves or the person 
who had refused to heed their warning. Or they can with­
draw from the undertaking in a visible huff-righteously 
indignant, outraged, but confident of ultimate vindication. 
Both tacks provide a way of denying the offender his 
status as an interactant, and hence denying the reality 
of the offensive judgment he has made. Both strategies 
are ways of salvaging face, but for all concerned the costs 
are usually high. It is partly to forestall such scenes that 
an offender is usually quick to offer apologies; he does 
not want the affronted persons to trap themselves into 
the obligation to resort to desperate measures. 

It is plain that emotions play a part in these cycles of 
response, as when anguish is expressed because of what 
one has done to another's face, or anger because of what 
has been done to one's own. I want to stress that these 
emotions function as moves, and fit so precisely into the 
logic of the ritual game that it would seem difficult to 
understand them without it.II> In fact, spontaneously ex­
pressed feelings are likely to fit into the formal pattern of 
the ritual interchange more elegantly than consciously de­
signed ones. 

15 Even when a child demands something and is refused, he 
is likely to cry and sulk not as an irrational expression of frus­
tration but as a ritual move, conveying that he already has a 
face to lose and that its loss is not to be permitted lightly. 
Sympathetic parents may even allow for such display, seeing in 
these crude strategies the beginnings of a social self . 
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MAKING POINTS-THE AGGRESSIVE USE OF 

FACE-WORK 

Every face-saving practice which is allowed to neutralize 
a particular threat opens up the possibility that the threat 
will be willfully introduced for what can be safely gained 
by it. If a person knows that his modesty will be answered 
by others' praise of him, he can fish for compliments. If 
his own appraisal of self will be checked against incidental 
events, then he can arrange for favorable incidental events 
to appear. If others are prepared to overlook an affront 
to them and act forbearantIy, or to accept apologies, then 
he can rely on this as a basis for safely offending them. 
He can attempt by sudden witIldrawal to force the others 
into a ritually unsatisfactory state, leaving them to flounder 
in an interchange that cannot readily be completed. 
Finally, at some expense to himself, he can arrange for 
the others to hurt his feelings, thus forcing them to feel 
guilt, remorse, and sustained ritual disequilibrium.16 

When a person treats face-work not as something he 
need be prepared to perform, but rather as something 
that others can be counted on to perform or to accept, 
then an encounter or an undertaking becomes less a scene 
of mutual considerateness than an arena in which a contest 
or match is held. The purpose of the game is to preserve 
everyone's line from an inexcusable contradiction, while 
scoring as many points as possible against one's adver­
saries and making as many gains as possible for oneself. 
An audience to tile struggle is almost a necessity. The 

16 The strategy of maneuvering another into a pOSition where 
he cannot right the harm he has done is very commonly em­
ployed but nowhere with such devotion to the ritual model of 
conduct as in revengeful suicide. See, for example, M. D. W. 
Jeffreys, "Samsonic Suicide, or Suicide of Revenge Among 
Africans," African Studies (1952) 11: 118-22. 
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general method is for the person to introduce favorable 
facts about himself and unfavorable facts about the others 
in such a way that the only reply the others will be able 
to think up will be one that terminates the interchange 
in a grumble, a meager excuse, a face-saving I-can-take-a­
joke laugh, or an empty stereotyped comeback of the "Oh 
yeah?" or "That's what you think" variety. The losers in 
such cases will have to cut their losses, tacitly grant the 
loss of a pOint, and attempt to do better in the next inter­
change. Points made by allusion to social class status are 
sometimes called snubs; those made by allusions to moral 
respectability are sometimes called digs; in either case one 
deals with a capacity at what is sometimes called "bitchi­
ness.'" 

In aggressive interchanges the winner not only succeeds 
in introducing information favorable to himself and un­
favorable to the others, but also demonstrates that as in­
teractant he can handle himself better than his adversaries. 
Evidence of this capacity is often more important than all 
the other information the person conveys in the inter­
change, so that the introduction of a "crack" in verbal 
interaction tends to imply that the initiator is better at 
footwork than those who must suffer his remarks. How­
ever, if they succeed in making a successful parry of the 
thrust and then a successful riposte, the instigator of the 
play must not only face the disparagement with which the 
others have answered him but also accept the fact that his 
assumption of superiority in footwork has proven false. 
He is made to look foolish; he loses face. Hence it is always 
a gamble to "make a remark." The tables can be turned 
and the aggressor can lose more than he could have gained 
had his move won the point. Successful ripostes or come­
backs in our society are sometimes called squelches or 
toppers; theoretically it would be possible for a squelch 
to be squelched, a topper to be topped, and a riposte 
to be parried with a counterriposte, but except in staged 
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interchanges this third level of successful action seems 
rare,17 

THE CHOICE OF ApPROPRIATE FACE-WORK 

When an incident occurs, the person whose face is 
threatened may attempt to reinstate the ritual order by 
means of one kind of strategy, while the other participants 
may desire or expect a practice of a different type to be 
employed. When, for example, a minor mishap occurs, 
momentarily revealing a person in wrong face or out of 
face, the others are often more willing and able to act 
blind to the discrepancy than is the threatened person 
himself. Often they would prefer him to exercise poise,18 
while he feels that he cannot afford to overlook what has 
happened to his face and so becomes apologetic and 

17 In board and card games the player regularly takes into 
consideration the possible responses of his adversaries to a play 
that he is about to make, and even considers the possibility 
that his adversaries will know that he is taking such precau­
tions. Conversational play is by comparison surprisingly im­
pulSive; people regularly make remarks about others present 
without carefully designing their remarks to prevent a success­
ful comeback. Similarly, while feinting and sandbagging are 
theoretical possibilities during talk, they seem to be little ex­
ploited. 

18 Folklore imputes a great deal of poise to the upper classes. 
If there is truth in this belief it may lie in the fact that the 
upper-class person tends to find himseH in encounters in which 
he outranks the other participants in ways additional to class. 
The ranking participant is often somewhat independent of the 
good opinion of the others and finds it practical to be arrogant, 
sticking to a face regardless of whether the encounter sup­
ports it. On the other hand, those who are in the power of a 
fellow-participant tend to be very much concerned with the 
valuation he makes of them or witnesses being made of them, 
and so find it difficult to maintain a slightly wrong face without 
becoming embarrassed and apologetic. It may be added that 
people who lack awareness of the symbolism in minor events 
may keep cool in difficult situations, showing poise that they do 
not really possess. 
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shamefaced, if he is the creator of the incident, or de­
structively assertive, if the others are responsible for it.I9 
Yet on the other hand, a person may manifest poise when 
the others feel that he ought to have broken down into 
embarrassed apology-that he is taking undue advantage 
of their helpfulness by his attempts to brazen it out. Some­
times a person may himself be undecided as to which 
practice to employ, leaving the others in the embarrassing 
position of not knowing which tack they are going to 
have to follow. Thus when a person makes a slight gaffe, 
he and the others may become embarrassed not because 
of inability to handle such difficulties, but because for a 
moment no one knows whether the offender is going to act 
blind to the incident, or give it joking recognition, or 
employ some other face-saving practice. 

COOPERATION IN FACE-WORK 

When a face has been threatened, face-work must be 
done, but whether this is initiated and primarily carried 
through by the person whose face is threatened, or by 
the offender, or by a mere witness,20 is often of secondary 
importance. Lack of effort on the part of one person in­
duces compensative effort from others; a contribution by 
one person relieves the others of the task. In fact, there 
are many minor incidents in which the offender and the 

19 Thus, in our society, when a person feels that others ex­
pect him to measure up to approved standards of cleanliness, 
tidiness, fairness, hospitality, generosity, affiuence, and so on, 
er when he sees himself as someone who ought to maintain 
such standards, he may burden an encounter with extended 
aJ>ologies for his failings, while all along the other participants 
do not care about the standard, or do not believe the person is 
really lacking in it, or are convinced that he is lacking in it and 
see the apology itself as a vain effort at self-elevation. 

20 Thus one function of seconds in actual duels, as well as 
in figurative ones, is to provide an excuse for not fighting that 
both contestants can afford to accept. 
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offended simultaneously attempt to initiate an apology.21 

Resolution of the situation to everyone's apparent satis­
faction is the first requirement; correct apportionment of 
blame is typically a secondary consideration. Hence terms 
such as tact and savoir-faire fail to distinguish whether 
it is the person's own face that his diplomacy saves or the 
face of the others. Similarly, terms such as gaffe and faux 
pas fail to specify whether it is the actor's own face he has 
threatened or the face of other participants. And it is 
understandable that if one person finds he is powerless to 
save his own face, the others seem especially bound to 
protect him. For example, in polite society, a handshake 
that perhaps should not have been extended becomes one 
that cannot be declined. Thus one accounts for the noblesse 
oblige through which those of high status are expected 
to curb their power of embarrassing their lessers,22 as 

21 See, for instance, Jackson Toby, "Some Variables in Role 
Conflict Analysis," Social Forces (1952) 30:323-37: "With 
adults there is less likelihood for essentially trivial issues to 
produce conflict. The automatic apology of two strangers who 
accidentally collide on a busy street illustrates the integrative 
function of etiquette. In effect, each of the parties to the colli­
sion says, 'I don't know whether I am responsible for this 
situation, but if I am, you have a right to be angry with me, a 
right that I pray you will not exercise.' By defining the situation 
as one in which both parties must abase themselves, society 
enables each to keep his self-respect. Each may feel in his 
heart of hearts, 'Why can't that stupid ass watch where he's 
going?' But overtly each plays the role of the guilty pmty 
whether he feels he has been miscast or not" (p. 325). 

22 Regardless of the person's relative social position, in one 
sense he has power over the other participants and they must 
rely upon his considerateness. When the others act toward him 
in some way, they presume upon a social relationship to him, 
since one of the things expressed by interaction is the relation­
ship of the interactants. Thus they compromise themselves, for 
they place him in a position to discredit the claims they express 
as to his attitude toward them. Hence in response to claimed 
social relationships every person, of high estate or low, will 
be expected to exercise noblesse oblige and refrain from ex­
ploiting the compromised position of the others. 

Since social relationships are defined partly in terms of vol-
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well as the fact that the handicapped often accept cour­
tesies that they can manage better without. 

Since ea<!h participant in an undertaking is concerned, 
albeit for differing reasons, with saving his own face and 
tlIe face of the others, then tacit cooperation will natu­
rally arise so that the participants together can attain their 
shared but differently motivated objectives. 

One common type of tacit cooperation in face-saving is 
the tact exerted in regard to face-work itself. The person 
not only defends his own face and protects the face of the 
others, but also acts so as to make it possible and even 
easy for the others to employ face-work for themselves and 
him. He helps them to help themselves and him. Social 
etiquette, for example, warns men against asking for New 
Year's Eve dates too early in the season, lest the girl nnd 
it difficult to provide a gentle excuse for refusing. This 
second-order tact can be further illustrated by the wide­
spread practice of negative-attribute etiquette. The person 
who has an unapparent negatively valued attribute often 
nnds it expedient to begin an encounter with an unobtru­
sive admission of his failing, especially with persons who 
are uninformed about him. The others are thus warned in 
advance against making disparaging remarks about his 
kind of person and are saved from the contradiction of 

untary mutual aid, refusal of a request for assistance becomes 
a delicate matter, potentially destructive of the asker's face. 
Chester Holcombe, The Real Chinaman (New York, Dodd, 
Mead, 18g5 ), provides a Chinese instance: "Much of the false­
hood to which the Chinese as a nation are said to be addicted 
is a result of the demands of etiquette. A plain, frank 'no' is 
the height of disoourtesy. Refusal or denial of any sort must 
be softened and toned down into an expression of regretted 
inability. Unwillingness to grant a favor is never shown. In 
place of it there is seen a chastened feeling of sorrow that 
unavoidable but quite imaginary circumstances render it wholly 
impossible. Centuries of practice in this form of evasion have 
made the Chinese matchlessly fertile in the invention and 
development of excuses. It is rare, indeed, that one is caught 
at a loss for a bit of artfully embroidered fiction with which to 
hide an unwelcome truth" ( pp. 274-75) .  
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acting in a friendly fashion to a person toward whom they 
are unwittingly being hostile. This strategy also prevents 
the others from automatically making assumptions about 
him which place him in a false position and saves him 
from painful forbearance or embarrassing remonstrances. 

Tact in regard to face-work often relies for its operation 
on a tacit agreement to do business through the language 
of hint-the language of innuendo, ambiguities, well-placed 
pauses, carefully worded jokes, and so on.23 The rule re­
garding this unofficial kind of communication is that the 
sender ought not to act as if he had officially conveyed the 
message he has hinted at, while the recipients have the 
right and the obligation to act as if they have not offi­
cially received the message contained in the hint. Hinted 
communication, then, is deniable communication; it need 
not be faced up to. It provides a means by which the 
person can be warned that his current line or the current 
situation is leading to loss of face, without this warning 
itself becoming an incident. 

Another form of tacit cooperation, and one that ·seems 
to be much used in many societies, is reciprocal self-denial. 
Often the person does not have a clear idea of what would 
be a just or acceptable apportionment of judgments dur­
ing the occasion, and so he voluntarily deprives or depre­
ciates himself while indulging and complimenting the 
others, in both cases carrying the judgments safely past 
what is likely to be just. The favorable judgments about 
himself he allows to come from the others; the unfavorable 
judgments of himself are his own contributions. This "after 
you, Alphonse" technique. works, of course, because in 
depriving himself he can reliably anticipate that the others 
will compliment or indulge him. Whatever allocation of 
favors is eventually established, all participants are first 

23 Useful comments on some of the structural roles played by 
unofficial communication can be found in a discussion of irony 
and banter in Tom Burns, "Friends, Enemies, and the Polite 
Fiction," Amer. Social. Rev. (1953 ),  18:654-62. 
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given a chance to show that they are not bound or con­
strained by their own desires and expectations, that they 
have a properly modest view of themselves, and that they 
can be counted upon to support the ritual code. Negative 
bargaining, through which each participant tries to make 
the terms of trade more favorable to the other side, is 
another instance; as a form of exchange perhaps it is more 
widespread than the economist's kind. 

A person's performance of face-work, extended by his 
tacit agreement to help others perform theirs, represents 
his willingness to abide by the ground rules of social in­
teraction. Here is the hallmark of his socialization as an 
interactant. If he and the others were not socialized in 
this way, interaction in most societies and most situations 
would be a much more hazardous thing for feelings and 
faces. The person would find it impractical to be oriented 
to symbolically conveyed appraisals of social worth, or 
to be possessed of feelings-that is, it would be impractical 
for him to be a ritually delicate object. And as I shall sug­
gest, if the person were not a ritually delicate object, oc­
casions of talk could not be organized in the way they 
usually are. It is no wonder that trouble is caused by a 
person who cannot be relied upon to play the face-saving 
game. 

THE RITITAL ROLES OF THE SELF 

So far I have implicitly been using a double defInition 
of self: the self as an image pieced together from the ex­
pressive implications of the full How of events in an un­
dertaking; and the self as a kind of player in a ritual game 
who copes honorably or dishonorably, diplomatically or 
undiplomatically, with the judgmental contingencies of the 
situation. A double mandate is involved. As sacred objects, 
men are subject to slights and profanation; hence as 
players of the ritual game they have had to lead them­
selves into duels, and wait for a round of shots to go wide 
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of the mark before embracing their opponents. Here is 
an echo of the distinction between the value of a hand 
drawn at cards and the capacity of the person who plays 
it. This distinction must be kept in mind, even though it 
appears that once a person has gotten a reputation for good 
or bad play this reputation may become part of the face 
he must later play at maintaining. 

Once the two roles of the self have been separated, one 
can look to the ritual code implicit in face-work to learn 
how the two roles are related. When a person is responsible 
for introducing a threat to another's face, he apparently 
has a right, within limits, to wriggle out of the difficulty 
by means of self-abasement. When performed voluntarily 
these indignities do not seem to profane his own image. It 
is as if he had the right of insulation and could castigate 
himself qua actor without injuring himself qua object of 
ultimate worth. By token of the same insulation he can 
belittle himself and modestly underplay his positive quali­
ties, with the understanding that no one will take his 
statements as a fair representation of his sacred self. On 
the other hand, if he is forced against his will to treat 
himself in these ways, his face, his pride, and his honor 
will be seriously threatened. Thus, in terms of the ritual 
code, the person seems to have a special license to accept 
mistreatment at his own hands that he does not have the 
right to accept from others. Perhaps this is a safe arrange­
ment because he is not likely to carry this license too far, 
whereas the others, were they given this privilege, might 
be more likely to abuse it. 

Further, within limits the person has a right to forgive 
other participants for affronts to his sacred image. He can 
forbearantly overlook minor slurs upon his face, and in 
regard to somewhat greater injuries he is the one person 
who is in a position to accept apologies on behalf of his 
sacred self. This is a relatively safe prerogative for the 
person to have in regard to himself, for it is one that is 
exercised in the interests of the others or of the undertak-
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ing. Interestingly enough, when the person commits a gaffe 
against himself, it is not he who has the license to forgive 
the event; only the others have that prerogative, and it is 
a safe prerogative for them to have because they can ex­
ercise it only in his interests or in the interests of the un­
dertaking. One finds, then, a system of checks and bal­
ances by which each participant tends to be given the 
right to handle only those matters which he will have 
little motivation for mishandling. In short, the rights and 
obligations of an interactant are designed to prevent him 
from abusing his role as an object of sacred value. 

SPOKEN INTERACTION 

Most of what has been said so far applies to encounters 
of both an immediate and mediated kind, although in the 
latter the interaction is likely to be more attenuated, with 
each participant's line being gleaned from such things as 
written statements and work records. During direct per­
sonal contacts, however, unique informational conditions 
prevail and the significance of face becomes especially 
clear. The human tendency to use signs and symbols 
means that evidence of social worth and of mutual evalua­
tions will be conveyed by very minor things, and these 
things will be witnessed, as will the fact that they have 
been witnessed. An unguarded glance, a momentary 
change in tone of voice, an ecological position taken or not 
taken, can drench a talk . with judgmental significance. 
Therefore, just as there is no occasion of talk in which 
improper impressions could not intentionally or uninten­
tionally arise, so there is no occasion of talk so trivial as 
not to require each participant to show serious concern 
with the way in which he handles himself and the . others 
present. Ritual factors which are present in mediated con­
tacts are here present in an extreme form. 

In any society, whenever the physical possibility of 
spoken interaction arises, it seems that a system of prao-
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tices, conventions, and procedural rules comes into .play 
which functions as a means of guiding and organizing the 
Bow of messages. An understanding will prevail as to when 
and where it will be pennissible to initiate talk, among 
whom, and by means of what topics of conversation. A set 
of significant gestures is employed to initiate a spate of 
communication and as a means for the persons concerned 
to accredit each other as legitimate participants.24 When 
this process of reciprocal ratification occurs, the persons so 
ratified are in what might be called a state of talk-that is, 
they have declared themselves officially open to one an­
other for pmposes of spoken communication and guarantee 
together to maintain a flow of words. A set of significant 
gestures is also employed by which one or more new 
participants can officially join the talk, by which one or 
more accredited participants can officially withdraw, and 
by which the state of talk can be terminated. 

A single focus of thought and visual attention, and a 
single flow of talk, tends to be maintained and . to be 
legitimated as officially representative of the encounter. 
The concerted and official visual attention of the partici­
pants tends to be transferred smoothly by means of formal 

24 The meaning of this status can be appreciated by looking 
at the kinds of unlegitimated or unratified participation that 
can occur in spoken interaction. A person may overhear others 
unbeknownst to them; he can overhear them when they know 
this to be the case and when they choose either to act as if he 
were not overhearing them or to signal to him infonnally that 
they know he is overhearing them. In all of these cases, the 
outsider is officially held at bay as someone who is not fonnally 
participating in the occasion. Ritual codes, of course, require a 
ratified participant to be treated quite differently from an un­
ratified one. Thus, for example, only a certain amount of in­
sult from a ratified participant can be ignored without this 
avoidance practice causing loss of face to the insulted persons; 
after a point they must challenge the offender and demand 
redress. However, in many societies apparently, many kinds of 
verbal abuse from unratified participants can be ignored, with­
out this failure to challenge constituting a loss of face. 
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or informal clearance cues, by which the current speaker 
signals that he is about to relinquish the floor and the 
prospective speaker signals a desire to be given the floor. 
An understanding will prevail as to how long and how 
frequently each participant is to hold the floor. The re­
cipients convey to the speaker, by appropriate gestures, 
that they are according him their attention. Participants 
restrict their involvement in matters external to the en­
counter and observe a limit to involvement in any one 
message of the encounter, in this way ensuring that they 
will be able to follow along whatever direction the topic 
of conversation takes them. Interruptions and lulls are 
regulated so as not to disrupt the flow of messages. Mes­
sages that are not part of the officially accredited flow are 
modulated so as not to interfere seriously with the ac­
credited messages. Nearby persons who are not partici­
pants visibly desist in some way from exploiting their 
communication position and also modify their own com­
munication, if any, so as not to provide difficult interfer­
ence. A particular ethos or emotional atmosphere is al­
lowed to prevail. A polite accord is typically maintained, 
and participants who may be in real disagreement with 
one another give temporary lip service to views that bring 
them into agreement on matters of fact and principle. 
Rules are followed for smoothing out the transition, if 
any, from one topic of conversation to another.25 

These rules of talk pertain not to spoken interaction 
considered as an ongoing process, but to an occasion of 
talk or episode of interaction as a naturally bounded unit. 
This unit consists of the total activity that occurs during 
the time that a given set of participants have accredited 
one another for talk and maintain a single moving focus 
of attention.26 

25 For a further treatment of the structure of spoken inter­
action see Coffman, footnote 14. 

26 I mean to include formal talks where rules of procedure 
are explicitly prescribed and offiCially enforced, and where only 
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The conventions regarding the structure of occasion.') of 
talk represent an effective solution to the problem of or- . 
ganizing a How of spoken messages. In attempting to dis­
cover how it is that these conventions are maintained in 
force as guides to action, one finds evidence to suggest a 
functional relationship between the structure of the self 
and the structure of spoken interaction. 

The socialized interactant comes to handle spoken in­
teraction as he would any other kind, as something that 
must be pursued with ritual care. By automatically ap­
pealing to face, he knows how to conduct himself in re­
gard to talk. By repeatedly and automatically asking him­
self the question, "If I do or do not act in this way, will 
I or others lose face?" he decides at each moment, con­
sciously or unconsciously, how to behave. For example, 
entrance into an occasion of spoken interaction may be 
taken as a symbol of intimacy or legitimate purpose, and 
so the person must, to save his face, desist from entering 
into talk with a given set of others unless his circum­
stances justify what is expressed about him by his entrance. 
Once approached for talk, he must accede to the others 
in order to save their face. Once engaged in conversation, 
he must demand only the amount of attention that is an 
appropriate expression of his relative social worth. Undue 
lulls come to be potential signs of having nothing in com­
mon, or of being insufficiently self-possessed to create 
something to say, and hence must be avoided. Similarly, 
interruptions and inattentiveness may convey disrespect 
and must be avoided unless the implied disrespect is an 
accepted part of the relationship. A surface of agreement 
must be maintained by means of discretion and white lies, 
so that the assumption of mutual approval will not be dis­
credited. Withdrawal must be handled so that it will not 

certain categories of participants may be allowed to hold the 
Hoor-as well as chats and sociable talks where rules are not 
explicit and the role of speaker passes back and forth among 
the participants. 
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convey an improper evaluation.27 The person must restrain 
his emotional involvement so as not to present an image of 
someone with no self-control or dignity who does not 
rise above his feelings. 

The relation between the self and spoken interaction 
is further displayed when one examines the ritual inter­
change. In a conversational encounter, interaction tends to 
proceed in spurts, an interchange at a time, and the flow of 
information and business is parcelled out into these rela­
tively closed ritual units.28 The lull between interchanges 
tends to be greater than the lull between turns at talking 
in an interchange, and there tends to be a less meaning­
ful relationship between two sequential interchanges than 
between two sequential speeches in an interchange. 

This . structural aspect of talk arises from · the fact that 
when a person volunteers a statement or message, however 
trivial or commonplace, he commits himself and those he 
addresses, and in a sense places everyone present in 
jeopardy. By saying something, the speaker opens himself 
up to the possibility that the intended recipients will affront 
him by not listening or will think him forward, foolish, or 
offensive in what he has said. And should he meet with 
such a reception, he will find himself committed to the 
necessity of taking face-saving action against them. Fur-

27 Among people who have had some experience in interact­
ing with one another, conversational encounters are often ter­
minated in such a way as to give the appearance that all par­
ticipants have independently hit upon the same moment to 
withdraw. The disbandment is general, and no one may be con­
scious of the exchange of cues that has been required to make 
such a happy simultaneity of action possible. Each participant 
is thus saved from the compromising position of showing readi­
ness to spend further time with someone who is not as ready 
to spend time with him. 

28 The empirical discreteness of the interchange unit is some­
times obscured when the same person who provides the ter­
minating turn at talking in one interchange initiates the first 
turn at talking in the next. However, the analytical utility of 
the interchange as a unit remains. 
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thermore, by saying something the speaker opens his in­
tended recipients up to the possibility that the message 
will be self-approving, presumptuous, demanding, insult­
ing, and generally an affront to them or to their concep­
tion of him, so that they will find themselves obliged to 
take action against him in defense of the ritual code. And 
should the speaker praise the recipients, they will be 
obliged to make suitable denials, showing that they do not 
hold too favorable an opinion of themselves and are not 
so eager to secure indulgences as to endanger their re­
liability and Hexibility as interactants. 

Thus when one person volunteers a message, thereby 
contributing what might easily be a threat to the ritual 
equilibrium, someone else present is obliged to show that 
the message has been received and that its content is ac­
ceptable to all concerned or can be acceptably countered. 
This acknowledging reply, of course, may contain a tactful 
rejection of the original communication, along with a re­
quest for modification. In such cases, several exchanges 
of messages may be required before the interchange is 
terminated on the basis of modified lines. The interchange 
comes to a close when it is possible to allow it to do so­
that is, when everyone present has signified that he has 
been ritually appeased to a degree satisfactory to him.29 
A momentary lull between interchanges is possible, for it 
comes at a time when it will not . be taken as a sign of 
something untoward. 

In general, then, a person determines how he ought to 
conduct himself during an occasion of talk by testing the 
potentially symbolic meaning of his acts against the self-

29 The occurrence of the interchange unit is an empirical 
fact. In addition to the ritual explanation for it, others may be 
suggested. For example, when the !lerson makes a statement and 
receives a reply at once, this ·provides him with a way of learn­
ing that his statement has been received and correctly received. 
Such "metacommunication" would be necessary on functional 
grounds even were it unnecessary on ritual ones. 
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images that are being sustained. In doing this, however, 
he incidentally subjects his behavior to the expressive 
order that prevails and contributes to the orderly flow of 
messages. His aim is to save face; his effect is to saVe the 
situation. From the point of view of saving face, then, it 
is a good thing that spoken interaction has the conven­
tional organization given it; from the point of view of 
sustaining an orderly flow of spoken messages, it is a good 
thing that the self has the ritual structure given it. 

I do not mean, however, to claim that another kind of 
person related to another kind of message organization 
would not do as well. More important, I do not claim 
that the present system is without weaknesses or draw­
backs; these must be expected, for everywhere in social 
life a mechanism or functional relation which solves one 
set of problems necessarily creates a set of potential diffi­
culties and abuses all its own. For example, a characteristic 
problem in the ritual organization of personal contacts is 
that while a person can save his face by quarreling or by 
indignantly withdrawing from the encounter, he does this 
at the cost of the interaction. Furthermore, the person's 
attachment to face gives others something to aim at; they 
can not only make an effort to wound him unofficially, 
but may even make an official attempt utterly to destroy 
his face. Also, fear over possible loss of his face often pre­
vents the person from initiating contacts in which impor­
tant information can be transmitted and important re­
lationships re-established; he may be led to seek the safety 
of solitude rather than the danger of social encounters. 
He may do this even though others feel that he is moti­
vated by "false pride"-a pride which suggests that the 
ritual code is getting the better of those whose conduct 
is regulated by it. Further, the "after you, Alphonse" com­
plex can make the termination of an interchange difficult. 
So, too, where each participant feels that he must sacrifice 
a little more than has been sacrificed for him, a kind of 
vicious indulgence cycle may occur-much like the hostility 
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cycle that can lead to open quarrels-with each person 
receiving things he does not want and giving in return 
things he would rather keep. Again, when people are on 
formal terms, much energy may be spent in ensuring that 
events do not occur which might effectively carry an im­
proper expression. And on the other hand, when a set of 
persons are on familiar terms and feel that they need not 
stand on ceremony with one another, then inattentiveness 
and interruptions are likely to become rife, and talk may 
degenerate into a happy babble of disorganized sound. 

The ritual code itself requires a delicate balance, and 
can be easily upset by anyone who upholds it too eagerly 
or not eagerly enough, in terms of the standards and 
expectations of his group. Too little perceptiveness, too 
little savoir-faire, too little pride and considerateness, and 
the person ceases to be someone who can be trusted to 
take a hint about himself or give a hint that will save 
others embarrassment. Such a person comes to be a real 
threat to society; there is nothing much that can be done 
with him, and often he gets his way. Too much perceptive­
ness or too much pride, and the person becomes someone 
who is thin-skinned, who must be treated with kid gloves, 
requiring more care on the part of others than he may be 
worth to them. Too much savoir-faire or too much con­
siderateness, and he becomes someone who is too social­
ized, who leaves the others with the feeling that they 
do not know how they really stand with him, nor what they 
should do to make an effective long-term adjustment to 
him. 

In spite of these inherent "pathologies" in the organi­
zation of talk, the functional fitness between the socialized 
person and spoken interaction is a viable and practical one. 
The person's orientation to face, especially his own, is 
the point of leverage that the ritual order has in regard to 
him; yet a promise to take ritual care of his face is built 
into the very structure of talk. 
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FACE AND SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 

When ' a  person begins a mediated or immediate encoun­
ter, he already stands in some kind of social relationship 
to the others concerned, and expects to stand in a given 
relationship to them after the particular encounter ends. 
This, of course, is one of the ways in which social contacts 
are geared into the wider society. Much of the activity 
occurring during an encounter can be understood as an 
effort on everyone's part to get through the occasion and 
all the unanticipated and unintentional events that can 
cast participants in an undesirable light, without disrupt­
ing the relationships of the participants. And if relation­
ships are in the process of change, the object will be to 
bring the encounter to a satisfactory close without altering 
the expected course of development. This perspective 
nicely accounts, for example, for the little ceremonies of 
greeting and farewell which occur when people begin a 
conversational encounter or depart from one. Greetings 
provide a way of showing that a relationship is still what 
it was at the termination of the previous coparticipation, 
and, typically, that this relationship involves sufficient 
suppression of hostility for the participants temporarily 
to drop their guards and talk. Farewells sum up the effect 
of the encounter upon the relationship and show what the 
participants may expect of one another when they next 
meet. The enthusiasm of greetings compensates for the 
weakening of the relationship caused by the absence just 
terminated, while the enthusiasm of farewells compen­
sates the relationship for the harm that is about to be 
done to it by separation.30 

30 Greetings, of course, serve to clarify and £X the roles that 
the participants will take during the occasion of talk and to 
commit participants to these roles, while farewells provide a 
way of unambiguously terminating the encounter. Greetings and 
farewells may also be used to state, and apologize for, extenuat-
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It seems to be a characteristic obligation of many social 
relationships that each of the members guarantees to sup­
port a given face for the other members in given situa­
tions. To prevent disruption of these relationships, it is 
therefore necessary for each member to avoid destroying 
the others' face. At the same time, it is often the person's 
social relationship with others that leads him to participate 
in certain encounters with them, where incidentally he 
will be dependent upon them for supporting his face. 
Furthermore, in many relationships, the members come 
to share a face, so that in the presence of third parties an 
improper act on the part of one member becomes a source 
of acute embarrassment to the other members. A social 
relationship, then, can be seen as a way in which the per­
son is more than ordinarily forced to trust his self-image 
and face to the tact and good conduct of others. 

THE NATURE OF THE RITUAL ORDER 

The ritual order seems to be organized basically on ac­
commodative lines, so that the imagery used in thinking 
about other types of social order is not quite suitable for 
it. For the other types of social order a kind of schoolboy 
model seeIllS to be employed: if a person wishes to sustain 
a particular image of himself and trust his feelings to it, 
he must work hard for the credits that will buy this sel£­
enhaucement for him; should he try to obtain ends by 
improper means, by cheating or theft, he will be punished, 

ing circumstances-in the case of greetings for circumstances 
that have kept the participants from interacting until nGW, and 
in the case of farewells for circumstances that prevent the 
participants frem continuing their display of solidarity. These 
apologies allow the impreSSion to be maintained that the 
participants are more warmly related socially than may be the 
case. This positive stress, in turn, assures that they will act 
more ready to enter into contacts than they perhaps really feel 
inclined to do, thus guaranteeing that diffuse channels for po­
tential communication will be kept open in the society. 
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disqualified from the race, or at least made to start all 
over again from the beginning. This is the imagery of a 
hard, dull game. In fact, society and the individual join in 
one that is easier on both of them, yet one that has dan­
gers of its own. 

Whatever his position in society, the person insulates 
himself by blindnesses, half-truths, illusions, and rationali­
zations. He makes an "adjustment" by convincing himself, 
with the tactful support of his intimate circle, that he is 
what he wants to be and that he would not do to gain his 
ends what the others have done to gain theirs. And as for 
society, if the person is willing to be subject to informal 
social control-if he is willing to find out from hints and 
glances and tactful cues what his place is, and keep it­
then there will be no objection to his furnishing this place 
at his own discretion, with alI the comfort, elegance, and 
nobility that his wit can muster for him. To protect this 
shelter he does not have to work hard, or join a group, or 
compete with anybody; he need only be careful about the 
expressed judgments he places himself in a position to 
witness. Some situations and acts and persons will have to 
be avoided; others, less threatening, must not be pressed 
too far. Social life is an uncluttered, orderly thing be­
cause the person voluntarily stays away from the places 
and topics and tinles where he is not wanted and where he 
might be disparaged for going. He cooperates to save his 
face, finding that there is much to be gained from ventur­
ing nothing. 

Facts are of the schoolboy's world-they can be altered 
by diligent effort but they cannot be avoided. But what 
the person protects and defends and invests his feelings 
in is an idea about himself, and ideas are vulnerable not 
to facts and things but to communications. Communica­
tions belong to a less punitive scheme than do facts, for 
communications can be by-passed, withdrawn from, disbe­
lieved, conveniently misunderstood, and tactfully con­
veyed. And even should the person misbehave and break 

43 



INTERACTION RITUAL 

the truce he has made with society, punishment need not 
be the consequence. If the offense is one that the offended 
persons can let go by without losing too much face, then 
they are likely to act forbearantly, telling themselves that 
they will get even with the offender in another way at 
another time, even · though such an occasion may never 
arise and might not be exploited if it did. If the offense is 
great, the offended persons may withdraw from the en­
counter, or from future similar ones, allowing their with­
drawal to be reinforced by the awe they may feel toward 
someone who breaks the ritual code. Or they may have the 
offender withdrawn, so that no further communication can 
occur. But since the offender can salvage a good deal of 
face from such operations, withdrawal is often not so much 
an informal punishment for an offense as it is merely a 
means of terminating it. Perhaps the main principle of the 
ritual order is not justice but face, and what any offender 
receives is not what he deserves but what will sustain for 
the moment the line to which he has committed himself, 
and through this the line to which he has committed the 
interaction. 

Throughout this paper it has been implied that under­
neath their differences in culture, people everywhere are 
the sam�. If persons have a universal human nature, they 
themselves are not to be looked to for an explanation of it. 
One must look rather to the fact that societies everywhere, 
if they are to be societies, must mobilize their members as 
self-regulating participants in social encounters. One way 
of mobilizing the individual for . this purpose is through 
ritual; he is taught to be perceptive, to have feelings at­
tached to self and a self expressed through face, to have 
pride, honor, and dignity, to have considerateness, to have 
tact and a certain amount of poise. These are some of the 
elements of behavior which must be built into the person 
if practical use is to be made of him as an interactant, and 
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it is these elements that are referred to in part when one 
speaks of universal human nature. 

Universal human nature is not a very human thing. By 
acquiring it, the person becomes a kind of construct, 
built up not from inner psychic propensities but from moral 
rules that are impressed upon him from without. These 
rules, when followed, determine the evaluation he will 
make of himself and of his fellow-participants in the en­
counter, the distribution of his feelings, and the kinds of 
practices he will employ to maintain a specified and 
obligatory kind of ritual equilibrium. The general capacity 
to be bound by moral ruIes may well belong to the indi­
vidual, but the particular set of ruIes which transforms him 
into a human being derives from requirements established 
in the ritual organization of social encounters. And if a 
particular person or group or society seems to have a 
unique character all its own, it is because its standard 
set of human-nature elements is pitched and combined 
in a particular way. Instead of much pride, there may be 
little. Instead of abiding by the ruIes, there may be much 
effort to break them safely. But if an encounter or under­
taking is to be sustained as a viable system of interaction 
organized on ritual principles, then these variations must 
be held within certain bounds and nicely counterbalanced 
by corresponding modifications in some of the other rules 
and understandings. Similarly, the human nature of a 
particular set of persons may be specially designed for 
the special kind of undertakings in which they participate, 
but still each of these persons must have within him some­
thing of the balance of characteristics required of a usable 
participant in any ritually organized system of social 
activity. 
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DEFERENCE AND DEMEANOR 

Under the influence of Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown, 
some students of modern society have learned to look for 
the symbolic meaning of any given social practice and for 
the contribution of the practice to the integrity and solidar­
ity of the group that employs it. However, in directing 
their attention away from the individual to the group, 
these students seem to have neglected a theme that is 
presented in Durkheim's chapter on the soul.1 There he 
suggests that the individual's personality can be seen as 
one apportionment of the collective mana, and that ( as he 
implies in later chapters) ,  the rites performed to repre­
sentations of the social collectivity will sometimes be per­
formed to the individual himself. 

In this paper I want to explore some of the senses in 
which the person in our urban secular world is allotted a 
kind of sacredness that is displayed and confirmed by 
symbolic acts. An attempt will be made to build a con­
ceptual scaffold by stretching and twisting some common 
anthropological terms. This will be used to support two 
concepts which I think are central to this area: deference 
and demeanor. Through these reformulations I will try to 
show that a version of Durkheim's social psychology can 
be effective in modern dress. 

Data for the paper are drawn chiefly from a brief ob­
servational study of mental patients in a modern research 

1 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forrrt.'J of the Religious 
Life, tr. J. W. Swain (Free Press, Glencoe, Ill., 1 954 ) ,  
PP· 240-72. 
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hospitaJ.2 I use these data on the assumption that a logical 
place to learn about personal proprieties is among versons 
who have been locked up for spectacularly failing to 
maintain them. Their infractions of propriety occur in the 
confines of a ward, but the rules broken are quite general 
ones, leading us outward from the ward to a general 
study of our Anglo-American society. 

INTRODUCTION 

A rule of conduct may be defined as a guide for action, 
recommended not because it is pleasant, cheap, or effec­
tive, but because it is suitable or just. Infractions char­
acteristically lead to feelings of uneasiness and to negative 
social sanctions. Rules of conduct infuse all areas of activ-

2 Ward A was fonnally given over to phannacological re­
search and contained two nonnal controls, both nineteen-year­
old Mennonite conscientious objector�, two hypertensive women 
in their fifties, and two women in their thirties diagnosed as 
schizophrenic and in fair degree of remission. For two months 
the writer participated in the social life of the ward in the 
official capacity of a normal control, eating and socializing 
with the patients during the day and sleeping overnight occa­
sionally in a patient's room. Ward B was one given over to 
the study of schizophrenic girls and their so-called schizophren­
ogenic mothers: a seventeen-year-old girl, Betty, and her 
mother, Mrs. Baum; Grace, fifteen years old, and Mary, thirty­
one years old, whose mothers visited the ward most days of 
the week. The writer spent some of the weekday on Ward B 
in the capacity of staff SOciologist. Within limits, it is possible to 
treat Ward A as an example of an orderly nonmental ward 
and Ward B as an example of a ward with somewhat disturbed 
mental patients. It should be made quite clear that only one 
aspect of the data will be considered, and that for every event 
cited additional interpretations would be in order, for instance, 
psychoanalytical ones. 

I am grateful to the administrators of these wards, Dr. Sey­
mour Perlin and Dr. Murray Bowen, and to their staffs, for 
co-operation and assistance, and to Dr. John A. Clausen and 
Charlotte Green Schwartz then of the National Institute of 
Mental Health for critical suggestions. 
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ity and are upheld in the name and honor of ahnost eve­
rything. Always, however, a grouping of adherents will be 
involved-if not a corporate social life-providing through 
this a common sociological theme. Attachment to rules 
leads to a constancy and patterning of behavior; while this 
is not the only source of regularity in human affairs it is 
certainly an important one. Of course, approved guides to 
conduct tend to be covertly broken, side-stepped, or fol­
lowed for unapproved reasons, but these alternatives 
merely add to the occasions in which rules constrain at 
least the surface of conduct. 

Rules of conduct impinge upon the individual in two 
general ways: directly, as obligations, establishing how he 
is morally constrained to conduct himself; indirectly, as 
expectations, establishing how others are morally bound 
to act in regard to him. A nurse, for example, has an 
obligation to follow medical orders in regard to her pa­
tients; she has the expectation, on the other hand, that her 
patients will pliantly co-operate in allowing her to perform 
these actions upon them. This pliancy, in turn, can be seen 
as an obligation of the patients in regard to their nurse, 
and points up the interpersonal, actor-recipient character 
of many rules: what is one man's obligation will often be 
another's expectation. 

Because obligations involve a constraint to act in a par­
ticular way, we sometimes picture them as burdensome 
or irksome things, to be fulIDled, if at all, by gritting one's 
teeth in conscious determination. In fact, most actions 
which are guided by rules of conduct are performed un­
thinkingly, the questioned actor saying he performs «for 
no reason" or because he "felt like doing so." Only when 
his routines are blocked may he discover that his neutral 
little actions have all along been consonant with the 
proprieties of his group and that his failure to perform 
them can become a matter of shame and humiliation. 
Similarly, he may so take for granted his expectations 
regarding others that only when things go unexpectedly 
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wrong will he suddenly discover that he has grounds for 
indignation. 

Once it is clear that a person may meet an obligation 
without feeling it, we can go on to see that an obligation 
which is felt as something that ought to be done may strike 
the obligated person either as a desired thing or as an 
onerous one, in short, as a pleasant or unpleasant duty. In 
fact, the same obligation may appear to be a desirable 
duty at one point and an undesirable one at another, as 
when a nurse, obliged to administer medication to patients, 
may be glad of this when attempting to establish social 
distance from attendants (who in some sense may be 
considered by nurses to be not "good enough" to engage 
in such activity ) ,  yet burdened by it on occasions when 
she Bnds that dosage must be determined on the basis of 
illegibly written medical orders. Similarly, an expectation 
may be perceived by the expectant person as a wanted or 
unwanted thing, as when one person feels he will de­
servedly be promoted and another feels he will deservedly 
be £red. In ordinary usage, a rule that strikes the · actor 
or recipient as a personally desirable thing, apart from 
its propriety, is sometimes called a right or privilege, as it 
will be here, but these terms have additional implications, 
suggesting that special class of rules which an individual 
may invoke but is not required to do so. It should also be 
noted that an actor's pleasant obligation may constitute a 
recipient's pleasant expectation, as with the kiss a husband 
owes his wife when he returns from the office, but that, 
as the illustration suggests, all kinds of combinations are 
possible. 

When an individual becomes involved in the mainte­
nance of a rule, he tends also to become committed to a 
particular image of self. In the case of his obligations, he 
becomes to himself and others the sort of person who 
follows this particular rule, the sort of person who would 
naturally be expected to do so. In the case of his expecta­
tions, he becomes dependent upon the assumption that 
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others will properly perform such of their obligations as 
affect him, for their treatment of him will express a con­
ception of him. In establishing himsell as the sort of per­
son who treats others in a particular way and is treated by 
them in a particular way, he must make sure that it will 
be possible for him to act and be this kind of person. 
For example, with certain psychiatrists there seems to be 
a point where the obligation of giving psychotherapy to 
patients, their patients, is transformed into something they 
must do if they are to retain the image they have come to 
have of themselves. The effect of this transformation can 
be seen in the squirming some of them may do in the 
early phases of their careers when they may flnd them­
selves employed to do research, or administer a ward, or 
give therapy to those who would rather be left alone. 

In general then, when a rule of conduct is broken we 
find that two individuals run the risk of becoming dis­
credited: one with an obligation, who should have gov­
erned himsell by the rule; the other with an expectation, 
who should have been treated in a particular way because 
of this governance. Both actor and recipient are threat­
ened. 

An act that is subject to a rule of conduct is, then, a 
communication, for it represents a way in which selves are 
confirmed-both the sell for which the rule is an obligation 
and the sell for which it is an expectation. An act that is 
subject to rules of conduct but does not conform to them 
is also a communication-often even more so-for infrac­
tions make news and often in such a way as to disconflrm 
the selves of the participants. Thus rules of conduct 
transform both action and inaction into expression, and 
whether the individual abides by the rules or breaks them, 
something significant is likely to be communicated . .  For 
example, in the wards under study, each research psychia­
trist tended to expect his patients to come regularly for 
their therapeutic hours. When patients fulfilled this obliga­
tion, they showed that they appreciated their need for 
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treatment and that their psychiatrist was the sort of per­
son who could establish a "good relation" with patients. 
When a patient declined to attend his therapeutic hour, 
others on the ward tended to feel that he was "too sick" 
to know what was good for him, and that perhaps his 
psychiatrist was not the sort of person who was good at 
establishing relationships. Whether patients did or did not 
attend their hours, something of importance about them 
and their psychiatrist tended to be communicated to the 
staff and to other patients on the ward. 

In considering the individual's participation in social ac­
tion, we must understand that in a sense he does not 
participate as a total person but rather in terms of a spe­
cial capacity or status; in short, in terms of a special self. 
For example, patients who happen to be female may be 
obliged to act shamelessly before doctors who happen to 
be male, since the medical relation, not the sexual one, is 
defined as officially relevant. In the research hospital 
studied, there were both patients and staff who were 
Negro, but this minority-group status was not one in which 
these individuals were officially (or even, in the main, 
unofficially) active. Of course, during face-to-face en­
counters individuals may participate officially in more than 
one capacity. Further, some unofficial weight is almost 
always given to capacities defined as officially irrelevant, 
and the reputation earned in one capacity will How over 
and to a degree determine the reputation the individual 
earns in his other capacities. But these are questions for 
more refined analysis. 

In dealing with rules of conduct it is convenient to dis­
tinguish two classes, symmetrical and asymmetrical. 3 A 
symmetrical rule is one which leads an individual to have 
obligations or expectations regarding others that these 
others have in regard to him. For example, in the two 

3 R. H. Thouless, General and Social Psychology (University 
Tutorial Press, London, 1951), pp. 272-73. 
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hospital wards, as in most other places in our society, 
there was an understanding that each individual was not 
to steal . from any other individual, regardless of their 
respective statuses, and that each individual could similarly 
expect not to be stolen from by anyone. What we call 
common courtesies and rules of public order tend to be 
symmetrical, as are such biblical admonitions as the rule 
about not coveting one's neighbor's wife. An asymmetri­
cal rule is one that leads others to treat and be treated by 
an individual differently from the way he treats and is 
treated by them. For example, doctors give medical or­
ders to nurses, but nurses do not give medical orders to 
doctors. Similarly, in some hospitals in America nurses 
stand up when a ·  doctor enters the room, but doctors do 
not ordinarily stand up when a nurse enters the room. 

Students of society have distinguished in several ways 
among types of rules, as for example, between formal and 
informal rules; for this paper, however, the important 
distinction is that between substance and ceremony.4 A 
substantive rule is one which guides conduct in regard to 
matters felt to have significance in their own right, apart 
from what the infraction or maintenance of the rule ex­
presses about the selves of the persons involved. Thus, 
when an individual refrains from stealing from others, he 
upholds a substantive rule which primarily serves to pro­
tect the property of these others and only incidentally 
functions to protect the image they have of themselves 
as persons with proprietary rights. The expressive implica­
tions of substantive rules are officially considered to be 

4 I take this distinction from Durkheim (Emile Durkheim, 
"The Determination of Moral Facts," Sociology and Philosophy, 
tr. D. F. Pocock, Free Press, Glencoe, Ill., 1953, especially 
pp. 42-43 ) ;  see also A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, "Taboo," Structure 
and Function in Primitive SOCiety ( Free Press, Glencoe, Ill., 
1952, pp. 143-44), and Talcott Parsons, The Structure of So­
cial Action ( McGraw-Hill, New York, 1937, pp. 43()-33 ); 
sometimes the dichotomy is phrased in terms of "intrinsic" or 
"instrumental" versus "expressive" or "ritual." 
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secondary; this appearance must be maintained, even 
though in some special situations everyone may sense that 
the participants were primarily concerned with expression. 

A ceremonial rule is one which guides conduct in mat­
ters felt to have secondary or even no significance in their 
own right, having their primary importance-officially any­
way-as a conventionalized means of communication by 
which the individual expresses his character or conveys his 
appreciation of the other participants in the situation. Ii 

I) 'While the substantive value of ceremonial acts is felt to 
be quite secondary it may yet be quite appreciable. Wedding 
gifts in American society provide an example. It is even possible 
to say in some cases that if a sentiment of a given kind is to be 
conveyed ceremonially it will be necessary to employ a sign­
vehicle which has a given amount 6f substantive value. Thus 
in the American lower-middle class, it is understood that a 
small investment in an engagement ring, as such investments 
go, may mean that the man places a small value on his fiancee 
as these things go, even though no one may believe that 
women and rings are commensurate things. In those- cases 
where it becomes too clear that the substantive value of a 
ceremonial act is the only concern of the partiCipants, as 
when a girl or an official receives a substantial gift from some­
one not interested in proper relatiens, then the community 
may respond with a feeling that their symbol system has been 
abused. 

An interesting limiting case of the ceremonial component of 
activity can be found in the phenomenon of "gallantry," as 
when a man calmly steps aside to let a strange lady precede 
him into a lifeboat, or when a swordsman, fighting a duel, 
courteously picks up his opponent's fallen weapon and proffers 
it to him. Here an act that is usually a ceremonial gesture of 
inSignificant substantive value is performed under conditions 
where it is known to have unexpectedly great substantive 
value. Here, as it were, the forms of ceremony are maintained 
above and beyond the call of duty. 

In general, then, we can say that all ceremonial gestures 
differ in the degree to which they have substantive value, and 
that this substantive value may be systematically used as part 
of the communication value of the act, but that still the cere­
monial order is different from the substantive one and is so 
understood. 
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This usage departs from the everyday one, where "cere­
mony" tends to imply a highly specified, extended se­
quence of symbolic action performed by august actors on 
solemn occasions when religious sentiments are likely to be 
invoked. In my attempt to stress what is common to such 
practices as tipping one's hat and coronations, I will per­
force ignore the differences among them to an extent that 
many anthropologists might perhaps consider impracti­
cable. 

In all societies, rules of conduct tend to be organized 
into codes which guarantee that everyone acts appropri­
ately and receives his due. In our society the code which 
governs substantive rules and substantive expressions 
comprises our law, morality, and ethics, while the code 
which governs ceremonial rules and ceremonial expressions 
is incorporated in what we call etiquette. All of our in­
stitutions have both kinds of codes, but in this paper at­
tention will be restricted to the ceremonial one. 

The acts or events, that is, the sign-vehicles or tokens 
which carry ceremonial messages, are remarkably various 
in character. They may be linguistic, as when an individual 
makes a statement of praise or depreciation regarding self 
or other, and does so in a particular language and intona­
tion;6 gestural, as when the physical bearing of an indi­
vidual conveys insolence or obsequiousness; spatial, as 
when an individual precedes another through the door, or 
sits on his right instead of his left; task-embedded, as when 
an individual accepts a task graciously and performs it 
in the presence of others with aplomb and dexterity; part 
of the communication structure, as when an individual 
speaks more frequently than the others, or receives more 
attentiveness than they do. The important point is that 
ceremonial activity, like substantive activity, is an analyti­
cal element referring to a component or function of ac-

6 P. L. Garvin and S. H. Riesenberg, "Respect Behavior on 
Pronape: An Ethnolinguistic Study," American Anthropologist, 
54 ( 1952 ) ,  201-20. 
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tion, not to concrete empirical action itseH. While some 
activity that has a ceremonial component does not seem 
to have an appreciable substantive one, we find that all 
activity that is primarily substantive in significance will 
nevertheless carry some ceremonial meaning, provided that 
its performance is perceived in some way by others. The 
manner in which the activity is performed, or the momen­
tary interruptions that are allowed so as to exchange minor 
niceties, will infuse the instrumentally-oriented situation 
with ceremonial significance. 

All of the tokens empIoyed by a given social group for 
ceremonial purposes may be referred to as its ceremonial 
idiom. We usually distinguish societies according to the 
amount of ceremonial that is injected into a given period 
and kind of interaction, or according to the expansiveness 
of the forms and the minuteness of their specification; it 
might be better to distinguish societies according to 
whether required ceremony is performed as an unpleasant 
duty or, spontaneously, as an unfelt or pleasant one. 

Ceremonial activity seems to contain certain basic com­
ponents. As suggested, a main object of this paper will 
be to delineate two of these components, deference and 
demeanor, and to clarify the distinction between them. 

DEFERENCE 

By deference I shall refer to that component of activity 
which functions as a symbolic means by which apprecia­
tion is regularly conveyed to a recipient of this recipient, 
or of something of which this recipient is taken as a symbol, 
extension, or agent. 7 These marks of devotion represent 

'l Some of the conceptual material on deference used in this 
paper derives from a study supported by a Ford Foundation 
grant . for a propositional inventory of social stratification di­
rected by Professor E. A. Shils of the University of Chicago. 
I am very grateful to Mr. Shils for orienting me to the study of 
deference behavior. He is not responsible for any misuse I may 
have made of his conception. 
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ways in which an actor celebrates and confirms his rela­
tion to a recipient. In some cases, both actor and recipient 
may not really be individuals at all, as when two ships 
greet each other with four short whistle blasts when pass­
ing. In some cases, the actor is an individual but the re­
cipient is some object or idol, as when a sailor salutes the 
quarterdeck upon boarding ship, or when a Catholic 
genuflects to the altar. I shall only be concerned, how­
ever, with the kind of deference that occurs when both 
actor and recipient are individuals, whether or not they 
are acting on behalf of something other than themselves. 
Such ceremonial activity is perhaps seen most clearly in 
the little salutations, compliments, and apologies which 
punctuate social intercourse, and may be referred to as 
"status rituals" or "interpersonal rituals."8 I use the term 
"ritual" because this activity, however informal and secular, 
represents a way in which the individual must guard and 
design the symbolic implications of his acts while in the 
immediate presence of an object that has a special value 
for him.9 

There appear to be two main directions in which the 
study of deference rituals may go. One is to settle on a 
given ritual and attempt to discover factors common to 
all of the social situations in which it is performed, for it 
is through such an analysis that we can get at the "mean­
ing" of the ritual. The other is to collect all of the rituals 
that are performed to a given recipient, from whomever 
the ritual comes. Each of these rituals can then be inter­
preted for the symbolically expressed meaning that is 

8 Techniques for handling these ceremonial obligations are 
considered in "On Face-Work." 

9 This definition follows Radcliffe-Brown's ( op. cit., p. 123 ) 
except that I have widened his tenn "respect" to include other 
kinds of regard: "There exists a ritual relation whenever a so­
ciety imposes on its members a certain attitude towards an 
object, which attitude involves some measure of respect ex­
pressed in a traditional mode of behavior with reference to that 
object." 
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embodied in it. By piecing together these meanings we can 
arrive at the conception of the recipient that others are 
obliged to maintain of him to him. 

The individual may desire, earn, and deserve defer­
ence, but by and large he is not allowed to give it to him­
self, being forced to seek it from others. In seeking it from 
others, he finds he has added reason for seeking them 
out, and in turn society is given added assurance that its 
members will enter into interaction and relationships with 
one another. If the individual could give himself the def­
erence he desired there might be a tendency for society 
to disintegrate into islands inhabited by solitary cultish 
men, each in continuous worship at his own shrine. 

The appreciation carried by an act of deference implies 
that the actor possesses a sentiment of regard for the re­
cipient, often involving a general evaluation of the re­
Cipient. Regard is something the individual constantly has 
for others, and knows enough about to feign on occasion; 
yet in having regard for someone, the individual is unable 
to specify in detail what in fact he has in mind. 

Those who render deference to an individual may feel, 
of course, that they are doing this merely because he is an 
instance of a category, or a representative of something, 
and that they are giving him his due not because of what 
they think of him "personally" but in spite of it. Some or­
ganizations, such as the military, explicitly stress this sort 
of rationale for according deference, leading to an imper­
sonal bestowal of something that is specifically directed 
toward the person. By easily showing a regard that he 
does not have, the actor can feel that he is preserving a 
kind of inner autonomy, holding off the ceremonial order 
by the very act of upholding it. And of course in scrupu­
lously observing the proper forms he may find that he is 
free to insinuate all kinds of disregard by carefully modify­
ing intonation, pronunciation, pacing, and so forth. 

In thinking about deference it is common to Use as a 
model the rituals of obeisance, submission, and propitiation 
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that someone under authority gives to someone in author­
ity. Deference comes to be conceived as something a sub­
ordinate owes to his superordinate. This is an extremely 
limiting view of deference <iln two grounds. First, there are 
a great many forms of symmetrical deference which social 
equals owe to one another; in some societies, Tibetan for 
example, salutations between high-placed equals can be­
come prolonged displays of ritual conduct, exceeding in 
duration and expansiveness the kind of obeisance a subject 
may owe his ruler in less ritualized societies. Similarly, 
there are deference obligations that superordinates owe 
their subordinates; high priests all over the world seem 
obliged to respond to offerings with some equivalent of 
"Bless you, my son." Secondly, the regard in which the 
actor holds the recipient need not be one of respectful 
awe; there are other kinds of regard that are regularly 
expressed through interpersonal rituals also, such as trust, 
as when an individual welcomes sudden strangers into his 
house, or capacity-esteem, as when the individual defers 
to another's technical advice. A sentiment of regard that 
plays an important role in deference is that of affection 
and belongingness. We see this in the extreme in the 
obligation of a newly married man in our society to treat 
his bride with affectional deference whenever it is possible 
to twist ordinary behavior into a display of this kind. We 
find it more commonly, for example, as a component in 
many farewells where, as in our middle-class society, the 
actor will be obliged to infuse his voice with sadness and 
regret, paying deference in this way to the recipient's 
status as someone whom others can hold dearly. In "pro­
gressive" psychiatric establishments, a deferential show of 
acceptance, affection, and concern may form a constant 
and significant aspect of the stance taken by staff mem­
bers when contacting patients. On Ward B, in fact, the 
two youngest patients seemed to have become so experi­
enced in receiving such offerings, and so doubtful of 
them, that they would sometimes reply in a mocking way, 
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apparently in an effort to re-establish the interaction on 
what seemed to these patients to be a more sincere level. 

It appears that deference behavior on the whole tends 
to be honorific and politely toned, conveying appreciation 
of the recipient that is in many ways more complimen­
tary to the recipient than the actor's true sentiments might 
warrant. The actor typically gives the recipient the benefit 
of the doubt, and may even conceal low regard by extra 
punctiliousness. Thus acts of deference often attest to ideal 
guide lines to which the actual activity between actor and 
recipient can now and then be referred. As a last resort, 
the recipient has a right to make a direct appeal to these 
honorific definitions of the situation, to press his theoretic 
claims, but should he be rash enough to do so, it is likely 
that his relationship to the actor will be modified there­
after. People sense that the recipient ought not to take the 
actor literally or force his hand, and ought to rest content 
with the show of appreciation as opposed to a more sub­
stantive expression of it. Hence one finds that many . auto­
matic acts of deference contain a vestigial meaning, having 
to do with activity in which no one is any longer engaged 
and implying an appreciation long since not expected-and 
yet we know these antique tributes cannot be neglected 
with impunity. 

In addition to a sentiment of regard, acts of deference 
typically contain a kind of promise, expressing in trun­
cated form the actor's avowal and pledge to treat the 
recipient in a particular way in the on-coming activity. The 
pledge affirms that the expectations and obligations of 
the recipient, both substantive and ceremonial, will be al­
lowed and supported by the actor. Actors thus promise 
to maintain the conception of self that the recipient has 
built up from th0 rules he is involved in. (Perhaps the 
prototype h�re is the public act of allegiance by which a 
subject officially acknowledges his subservience in certain 
matters to his lord. ) Deferential pledges are frequently 
conveyed through spoken terms of address involving status-
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identifiers, as when a nurse responds to a rebuke in the 
operating room with the phrase, "yes, Doctor," signifying 
by term of address and tone of voice that the criticism has 
been understood and that, however unpalatable, it has not 
caused her to rebel. When a putative recipient fails to 
receive anticipated acts of deference, or when an actor 
makes clear that he is giving homage with bad grace, 
the recipient may feel that the state of affairs which he 
has been taking for granted has become unstable, and that 
an insubordinate effort may be made by the actor to re­
al10cate tasks, relations, and power. To elicit an estab­
lished act of deference, even if the actor must first be 
reminded of his obligations and warned about the conse­
quence of discourtesy, is evidence that if rebel1ion comes 
it will come slyly; to be pointedly refused an expected 
act of deference is often a way of being told that open 
insurrection has begun. 

A further complication must be mentioned. A particu­
lar act of deference is something an actor, acting in a given 
capacity, owes a recipient, acting in a given capacity. But 
these two individuals are likely to be related to one an­
other through more than one pair of capacities, and these 
additional relationships are likely to receive ceremonial 
expression too. Hence the same act of deference may 
show signs of different kinds of regard, as when a doctor 
by a paternal gesture shows authority over a nurse in her 
capacity as subordinate technician but affection for her 
as a young female who is dependent on him in his capac­
ity as a supportive older male. Similarly, an attendant in 
cheerful1y addressing a doctor as "Doc" may sometimes 
show respect for the medical role and yet male-solidarity 
with the person who :611s it. Throughout this paper we 
must therefore keep in mind that a spate of deferential 
behavior is not a single note expressing a single relation­
ship between two individuals active in a single pair of 
capacities, but rather a medley of voices answering to the 
fact that actor and recipient are in many different rela-
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tions to one another, no one of which can usually be given 
exclusive and continuous determinacy of ceremonial con­
duct. An interesting example of this complexity in re­
gard to master-servant relations may be cited from a 
nineteenth-century book of etiquette: 

"Issue your commands with gravity and gentleness, 
and in a reserved manner. Let your voice be com­
posed, but avoid a tone of familiarity or sympathy 
with them. It is better in addIessing them to use a 
higher key of voice, and not to suffer it to fall at the 
end of a sentence. The best-bred man whom we ever 
had the pleasure of meeting always employed, in 
addIessing servants, such forms of speech as these­
'I'll thank you for so and so:-'Such a thing if you 
please: -with a gentle tone, but very elevated key. 
The perfection of manner, in this particular, is, to in­
dicate by your language, that the performance is a 
favour, and by your tone that it is a matter of 
course."lO 

Deference can take many forms, of which I shall con­
sider only two broad groupings, avoidance rituals and 
presentational rituals. 

Avoidance rituals, as a term, may be employed to refer 
to those forms of deference which lead the actor to keep 
at a distance from the recipient and not violate what Sim­
mel has called the "ideal sphere" that lies around the re­
cipient: 

"Although differing in size in various directions and 
differing, according to the person with whom one 
entertains relations, this sphere cannot be penetrated, 
unless the personality value of the individual is 
thereby destroyed. A sphere of this sort is placed 
around man by his honor. Language poignantly desig­
nates an insult to one's honor as 'coming too close;' 
the radius of this sphere marks, as it were, the dis-

10 Anonymous, The Laws of Etiquette ( Carey, Lee, and 
Blanchard, Philadelphia, 1836) ,  p. 188. 
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tance whose trespassing by another person insults 
one's honor ." 11 

Any society could be profitably studied as a system of 
deferential stand-off arrangements, and most studies give 
us some evidence of thiS.12 Avoidance of other's personal 
name is perhaps the most common example from anthro­
pology, and should be as common in sociology. 

Here, it should be said, is one of the important differ­
ences between social classes in our society: not only are 
some of the tokens different through which consideration 
for the privacy of others is expressed, but also, apparently, 
the higher the class the more extensive and elaborate 
are the taboos against contact. For example, in a study of 
a Shetlandic community the writer found that as one 
moves from middle-class urban centers in Britain to the 
rural lower-class islands, the distance between chairs at 
table decreases, so that in the outermost Shetland Islands 
actual bodily contact during meals and similar social oc­
casions is not considered an invasion of separateness and 
no effort need be made to excuse it. And yet, whatever the 
rank of the participants in an action, the actor is likely to 
feel that the recipient has some warranted expectation of 
inviolability. 

Where an actor need show no concern about penetrat­
ing the recipient's usual personal reserve, and need have 
no fear of contaminating him by any penetration into his 
privacy, we say that the actor is on terms of familiarity 
with the recipient. (The mother who feels at liberty to 
pick her child's nose is an extreme example.) Where the 
actor must show circumspection in his approach to the 
recipient, we speak of nonfamiliarity or respect. Rules 
governing conduct between two individuals may, but need 

11 Georg Simmel, Tlw Sociology of Georg Simmel, tr., ed. by 
Kurt Wolff (Free Press, Glencoe, Ill., 1950) ,  p. 321. 

12 E.g. F. W. Hodge, Etiquette: Handbook of American In­
dians ( Government Printing Heuse, Washington, D.C., 1907), 
P· 442• 
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not, be symmetrical in regard to either familiarity or 
respect. 

There appear to be some typical relations between cere­
monial distance and other kinds of sociological distance. 
Between status equals we may expect to find interaction 
guided by symmetrical familiarity. Between superordinate 
and subordinate we may expect to find asymmetrical re­
lations, the superordinate having the right to exercise cer­
tain familiarities which the subordinate is not allowed to 
reciprocate. Thus, in the research hospital, doctors tended 
to call nurses by their first names, while nurses responded 
with "polite" or "formal" address. Similarly, in American 
business organizations the boss may thoughtfully ask the 
elevator man how his children are, but this entrance into 
another's life may be blocked to the elevator man, who 
can appreciate the concern but not return it. Perhaps the 
clearest fornl of this is found in the psychiatrist-patient 
relation, where the psychiatrist has a right to touch on 
aspects of the patient's life that the patient might not 
even allow himself to touch upon, while of course this 
privilege is not reciprocated. (There are some psycho­
analysts who believe it desirable to "analyze the counter­
transference with the patient" but this or any other fa­
miliarity on the part of the patient is strongly condemned 
by official psychoanalytical bodies. ) Patients, especially 
mental ones, may not even have the right to question 
their doctor about his opinion of their own case; for one 
thing, this would bring them into too intimate a contact 
with an area of knowledge in which doctors invest their 
special apartness from the lay public which they serve. 

While these correlations between ceremonial distance 
and other kinds of distance are typical, we must be quite 
clear about the fact that other relationships are often 
found. Thus, status equals who are not well acquainted 
may be on terms of reciprocal respect, not familiarity. 
Further, there are many organizations in America where 
differences in rank are seen as so great a threat to the 
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equilibrium of the system that the ceremonial aspect of be­
havior functions not as a way of iconically expressing 
these differences but as a way of carefully counterbalanc­
ing them. In the research hospital under study, psychia­
trists, psychologists, and sociologists were part of a single 
ceremonial group as regards first-naming, and this sym­
metrical familiarity apparently served to allay some feeling 
on the part of psychologists and sociologists that they 
were not equal members of the team, as indeed they 
were not. Similarly, in a study of small business managers, 
the writer13 found that filling-station attendants had the 
right to interrupt their boss, slap him on the back, rib him, 
uSe his phone, and take other liberties, and that this ritual 
license seemed to provide a way in which the manager 
could maintain morale and keep his employees honest. 
We must realize that organizations that are quite similar 
structurally may have quite different deference styles, and 
that deference patterns are partly a matter of changing 
fashion. 

In our society, rules regarding the keeping of one's dis­
tance are multitudinous and strong. They tend to focus 
around certain matters, such as physical places and prop­
erties defined as the recipient's "own," the body's sexual 
equipment, etc. An important focus of deferential avoid­
ance consists in the verbal care that actors are obliged 
to exercise so as not to bring into discussion matters that 
might be painful, embarrassing, or humiliating to the re­
cipient. In Simmers words: 

"The same sort of circle which surrounds man-al­
though it is value-accentuated in a very different 
sense-is filled out by his affairs and by his charac­
teristics. To penetrate this circle by taking notice, 
constitutes a violation of his personality. Just as ma­
terial property is, so to speak, an extension of the 

13 Unpublished paper prepared for Social Research, Inc., 
1952. 
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ego, and any interference with our property is, for 
this reason, felt to be a violation of the person, there 
also is an intellectual private-property, whose viola­
tion effects a lesion of the ego in its very center. 
Discretion is nothing but the feeling that there ex­
ists a right in regard to the sphere of the immedi­
ate life contents. Discretion, of course, differs in its 
extension with different personalities just as the posi­
tions of honor and of property have different radii 
with respect to 'close' individuals, and to strangers, 
and indifferent persons."14 

Referential avoidance may be illustrated from Ward A, 
where rules in this regard were well institutionalized.15 The 
fact that two of the female patients had had experience 
in a state-type mental hospital was not raised either in 
serious conversation or in jest, except when initiated by 
these women themselves; nor was a question of the age 
of these patients (who were in their middle thirties ) 
raised. The fact that the two male patients were . con­
scientious objectors was never raised, even by the CO's 
themselves. The fact that one of the patients was blind 
and that another was colored was never raised by the 
others in their presence. When a poor patient declined 
to participate in an outing on a claim of indifference, 
her rationalization for not going was accepted at face­
value and her fiction respected, even though others knew 
that she wanted to go but was ashamed to because she 
did not have a suitable coat. Patients about to be given 
drugs experimentally, or who had just been given drugs, 
were not questioned about their feelings, unless they 
themselves raised the topic. Unmarried women, whether 
patients or nurses, were not directly questioned about 

14 Simmel, op. cit., p. 322. 
15 I am grateful to Dr. Seymour Perlin for bringing my at­

tention to some of these avoidances and for pointing out the 
Significance of them. 
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boy friends. Infonnation about religious affiliations was 
volunteered but rarely requested. 

Violation of rules regarding privacy and separateness is 
a phenolnenon that can be closely studied on mental 
wards because ordinarily there is so much of it done by 
patients and staff. Sometimes it arises from what are felt 
to be the substantive or instrumental requirements of the 
situation. When a mental patient checks into a hospital, 
an itemized account is usually made of every one of his 
belongings; this requires his giving himself up to others 
in a way that he may have learned to define as a humilia­
tion. Periodically his effects may have to be searched in a 
general effort to clear the ward of "sharps," liquor, nar­
cotics, and other contraband. The presence of a micro­
phone known to be concealed in each patient's room and 
connected with a speaker in the nurses' station is an ad­
ditional invasion (but one provided only in the newest 
hospitals) ;  the censoring of outgoing mail is another. 
Psychotherapy, especially when the patient appreciates 
that other staff members will learn about his progress and 
even receive a detailed report of the case, is another such 
invasion; so too is the practice of having nurses and at­
tendants "chart" the course of the patient's daily feel­
ings and activity. Efforts of staff to "form relations" with 
patients, to break down periods of withdrawal in the in­
terest of therapy, is another example. Classic fonns of 
"nonperson treatment" are found, with staff members so 
little obserVing referential avoidance that they discuss in­
timacies about a patient in his presence as if he were not 
there at all. There will be no door to the toilet, or one 
that the patient cannot lock; donnitory sleeping, especially 
in the case of middle-class patients, is a similar encroach­
ment on privacy. The care that is given to "very . dis­
turbed" patients in many large public hospitals leads in a 
similar direction, as with forced medication, cold packs 
applied to the naked body, or confinement while naked 
in an empty strongroom into which staff and patients 
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may look. Another instance is forced feeding, whereby a 
frightened mute patient who may want to keep certain 
food out of his mouth is matched against an attendant who 
must see that patients are fed. 

Invasions of privacy which have an instrumental tech­
nical rationale can be paralleled with others of a more 
purely ceremonial nature. Thus "acting out" and "psycho­
pathic" patients are ones who can be counted on to over­
reach polite bounds and ask embarrassing questions of 
fellow-patients and staff, or proffer compliments which 
would not ordinarily be in their province to give, or prof­
fer physical gestures of appreciation such as hugging 
or kissing, which are felt to be inappropriate. Thus, on 
Ward B, male staff members were plagued by such state­
ments as "Why did you cut yourself shaving like that," 
"Why do you always wear the same pants, I'm getting sick 
of them," "Look at all the dandruff you've got." If seated 
by one of the patients, a male staff member might have to 
edge continuously away so as to keep a seemly safe dis­
tance between himself and the patient. 

Some of the ways in which individuals on Ward A kept 
their distance were made clear in contrast to the failure of 
Ward B's patients to do so. On Ward A the rule that pa­
tients were to remain outside the nurses' station was ob­
served. Patients would wait for an invitation or, as was 
commonly the case, stay in the doorway so that they 
could talk with those in the station and yet not presume 
upon them. It was therefore not necessary for the staff to 
lock the station door when a nurse was in the station. On 
Ward B it was not possible to keep three of the patients 
out of the station by request alone, and so the door had 
to be kept locked if privacy was to be maintained. Even 
then, the walls of the station were effectively battered 
down by continuous banging and shouting. In other words, 
on Ward A the protective ring that nurses and attendants 
drew around themselves by retreating into the station was 
respected by the patients, whereas on Ward B it was not. 
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A second illustration may be cited. Patients on Ward A 
had mixed feelings about some of their doctors, but each 
patient knew of one or two doctors that he or she liked. 
Thus, while at table, when a favorite doctor passed by, 
there would be an exchange of greetings but, ceremonially 
speaking, nothing more. No one would have felt it right 
to chase after the doctors, pester them, and in general 
invade their right of separateness. On Ward B,  however, 
the entrance of a doctor was very often a signal for some 
of the patients to rush up to him, affectionally presume 
on him by grasping his hand or putting an arm around 
him, and then to walk with him down the corridor, en­
gaging in a kidding affectionate conversation. And often 
when a doctor had retired behind a ward office door, a 
patient would bang on the door and look through its glass 
window, and in other ways refuse to keep expected dis­
tance. 

One patient on Ward B, Mrs. Baum, seemed especially 
talented in divining what would be an invasion of other 
people's privacy. On a shopping expedition, for example, 
she had been known to go behind the counter or examine 
the contents of a stranger's shopping bag. At other times 
she would enter a stranger's car at an intersection and ask 
for a lift. In general she could provide the student with a 
constant reminder of the vast number of different acts 
and objects that are employed as markers by which the 
borders of privacy are staked out, suggesting that in the 
case of some "mental disorders" symptomatology is specifi­
cally and not merely incidentally an improper keeping of 
social distance. 

Analysis of deferential avoidance has sometimes been 
held back because there is another kind of ceremonial 
avoidance, a self-protective kind, that may resemble def­
erential restraint but is analytically quite different from 
it. Just as the individual may avoid an object so as not to 
pollute or defile it, so he may avoid an object so as not to 
be polluted or defiled by it. For example, in Ward B, 
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when Mrs. Baum was in a paranoid state she refused to 
allow her daughter to accept a match from a Negro at­
tendant, appearing to feel that contact with a member 
of a group against which she was prejudiced would be 
polluting; so, too, while kissing the doctors and nurses in 
an expansive birthday mood, she gave the appearance that 
she was trying but could not bring herself to kiss the at­
tendant. In generaL it would seem, one avoids a person of 
high status out of deference to him and avoids a person of 
lower status than one's own out of a self-protective con­
cern. Perhaps the social distance sometimes carefully 
maintained between equals may entail both kinds of 
avoidance on both their parts. In any case, the similarity 
in the two kinds of avoidance is not deep. A nurse who 
keeps away from a patient out of sympathetic appreciation 
that he wants to be alone wears one expression on her face 
and body; when she maintains the same physical distance 
from a patient because he has been incontinent and 
smells, she is likely to wear a different expression. In ad­
dition, the distances an actor keeps out of deference to 
others decline when he rises in status, but the self-pro­
tective ones increase.16 

Avoidance rituals have been suggested as one main type 

16 Research on social distance scales has often most surpris­
ingly overlooked the fact that an individual may keep his dis­
tance from others because they are too sacred for him, as 
well as because they are not sacred enough. The reason for 
this persistent error constitutes a problem in the sociology of 
knowledge. In general, following the students of RadCliffe­
Brown, we must distinguish between "good-sacredness," which 
represents something too pure to make contact with, and "bad­
sacredness," which represents something too impure to make 
contact with, contrasting both these sacred states and objects 
to ritually neutral matters. ( See M. M. Srinivas, Religion and 
Society Among the Coorgs of South India [Oxford University 
Press, 1952], pp. 106-7. ) Radcliffe-Brown ( op. cit. ) does not 
introduce the caution that in some societies the distinction be­
tween good and bad sacred is much less clearcut than in our 
own. 
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of deference. A second type, termed presentational rituals, 
encompasses acts through which the individual makes spe­
cific attestations to recipients concerning how he regards 
them and how he will treat them in the on-coming inter­
action. Rules regarding these ritual practices involve spe­
cific prescriptions, not specific proscriptions; while avoid­
ance rituals specify what is not to be done, presentational 
rituals specify what is to be done. Some illustrations may 
be taken from social life on Ward A as maintained by th{, 
group consisting of patients, attendants, and nurses. These 
presentational rituals will not, I think, be much different 
from those found in many other organizations in our 
society. 

When members of the ward passed by each other, salu­
tations would ordinarily be exchanged, the length of the 
salutation depending on the period that had elapsed since 
the last salutation and the period that seemed likely before 
the next. At table, when eyes met a brief smile of recogni­
tion would be exchanged; when ·someone left for the week­
end, a farewell involving a pause in on-going activity and 
a brief exchange of words would be involved. In any case, 
there was the understanding that when members of the 
ward were in a physical position to enter into eye-to-eye 
contact of some kind, this contact would be effected. It 
seemed that anything less would not have shown proper 
respect for the state of relatedness that existed among the 
members of the ward. 

Associated with salutations were practices regarding the 
"noticing" of any change in appearance, status, or repute, 
as if these changes represented a commitment on the part 
of the changed individual which had to be underwritten 
by the group. New clothes, new hairdos, occasions of be­
ing "dressed up" would call forth a round of compliments, 
whatever the group felt about the improvement. Similarly, 
any effort on the part of a patient to make something in 
the occupational therapy room or to perform in other ways 
was likely to be commended by others. Staff members who 
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participated in the hospital amateur theatricals were com­
plimented, and when one of the nurses was to be married, 
pictures of her fiance and his family were viewed by all 
and approved. In these ways a member of the ward tended 
to be saved from the embarrassment of presenting him­
self to others as someone who had risen in value, while 
receiving a response as someone who had declined, or 
remained the same. 

Another form of presentational deference was the prac­
tice of staff and patients pointedly requesting each and 
every patient to participate in outings, occupational ther­
apy, concert-going, meal-time conversation, and other 
forms of group activity. Refusals were accepted but no 
patient was not asked. 

Another standard form of presentational deference on 
Ward A was that of extending small services and aid. 
Nurses would make minor purchases for patients in the 
local town; patients coming back from home visits would 
pick up other patients by car to save them having to Come 
back by public transportation; male patients would fix the 
things that males are good at fixing and female patients 
would return the service. Food came from the kitchen al­
ready allocated to individual trays, but at each meal a brisk 
business was done in exchanging food, and outright dona­
tions occurred whereby those who did not care for cer­
tain foods gave them to those who did. Most members of 
the ward took a turn at conveying the food trays from the 
kitchen cart to the table, as they did in bringing toast and 
coffee for the others from the sidetable. These services 
were not exchanged in terms of a formal schedule 
worked out to ensure fairness, but rather as an unplanned 
thing, whereby the actor was able to demonstrate that the 
private objectives of the recipient were something in 
which others present sympathetically participated. 

I have mentioned four very common forms of presenta­
tional deference: salutations, invitations, compliments, and 
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minor services. Through all of these the recipient is told 
that he is not an island unto himself and that others are, 
or seek to be, involved with him and with his personal 
private cOncerns. Taken together, these rituals provide a 
continuous symbolic tracing of the extent to which the 
recipient's ego has not been bounded and barricaded in 
regard to others. 

Two main types of deference have been illustrated: 
presentational rituals through which the actor concretely 
depicts his appreciation of the recipient; and avoidance 
rituals, taking the form of proscriptions, interdictions, and 
taboos, which imply acts the actor must refrain from do­
ing lest he violate the right of the recipient to keep him 
at a distance. We are familiar with this distinction from 
Durkheim's classification of ritual into positive and nega­
tive rites.17 

In suggesting that there are things that must be said and 
done to a recipient, and things that must not be said and 
done, it should be plain that there is an inherent opposi­
tion and conflict between these two forms of deference. 
To ask after an individual's health, his family's well-being, 
or the state of his affairs, is to present him with a sign of 
sympathetic concern; but in a certain way to make this 
presentation is to invade the individual's personal reserve, 
as will be made clear if an actor of wrong status asks him 
these questions, or if a recent event has made such a 
question painful to answer. As Durkheim suggested, "The 
human personality is a sacred thing; one dare not violate 
it nor infringe its bounds, while at the same time the 
greatest good is in communion with others."18 I would 
like to cite two ward illustrations of this inherent opposi­
tion between the two forms of deference. 

On Ward A, as in other wards in the hospital, there was 

17 Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, p. 299. 
18 Emile Durkheim, "The Determination of Moral Facts," 

p. 37· 
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a "touch system." 19 Certain categories of personnel had 
the privilege of expressing their affection and closeness to 
others by the ritual of bodily contact with them. The 
actor places his amlS around the waist of the recipient, 
rubs a hand down the back of the recipient's neck, strokes 
the recipient's hair and forehead, or holds the recipient's 
hand. Sexual connotation is of course officially excluded. 
The most frequent form that the ritual took was for a 
nurse to extend such a touch-confinnation to a patient. 
Nonetheless, attendants, patients, and nurses formed one 
group in regard to touch rights, the rights being symmetri­
cal. Any one of these individuals had a right to touch any 
member of his o\vn category or any member of the other 

. categories. (In fact some forms of touch, as in playful 
fighting or elbow-strength games, were intrinsically sym­
metrical. ) Of course some members of the ward disliked 
the system, but this did not alter the rights of others to 
incorporate them into it. The familiarity implicit in such 
exchanges was affinned in other ways, such as symmetri­
cal first-naming. It may be added that in many mental 
hospitals, patients, attendants, and nurses do not fonn one 
group for ceremonial purposes, and the obligation of pa­
tients to accept friendly physical contact from staff is not 
reciprocated. 

In addition to these symmetrical touch relations on the 
ward, there were also asymmetrical ones. The doctors 
touched other ranks as a means of conveying friendly 
support and comfort, but other ranks tended to feel that 
it would be presumptuous for them to reciprocate a doc­
tor's touch, let alone initiate such a contact with a 
doctor.20 

19 The only source I know on touch systems is the very inter­
esting work by Edward Gross ( "Informal Relations and the 
Social Organization of Work," Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, 
Deprutment of SOciology, University of Chicago, 1949) on 
rights regarding pinching of females of private secretarial rank 
in a commercial business office. 

20 The then head nurse, a male, initiated arm embraces 
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Now it should be plain that if a touch system is to be 
maintained, as it is in many hospitals in America, and if 
members of the ward are to receive the conflnnation and 
support this ritual system provides, then persons other 
than doctors coming to live or work on the ward must 
make themselves intimately available to the others pres­
ent. Rights of apartness and inviolability which are de­
manded and accorded in many other establishments in our 
society must here be forgone, in this particular. The touch 
system, in short, is only possible to the degree that indi­
viduals forego the right to keep others at a physical dis­
tance. 

A second illustration of the sense in which the two 
forms of deference act in opposition to each other turns 
upon the point of social participation. On Ward A there 
was a strong feeling of in-group solidarity among all non­
medical ranks-nurses, attendants, and patients. One way 
in which this was expressed was through joint participa­
tion in meals, card-games, room-visits, TV parties, occupa­
tional therapy, and outings. Ordinarily individuals were 
ready not only to participate in these activities but also to 
do so with visible pleasure and enthusiasm. One gave 
oneself to these occasions and through this giving the 
group flourished. 

In the context of this participation pattern, and in spite 
of its importance for the group, it was understood that 
patients had the right of disaffection. Although it was felt 
to be an affront to group solidarity to come late for break-

with the physician acting as ward administrator. This seemed 
to create a false note and was felt to be forward. The nurse, 
interestingly enough, has left the service. It should be added 
that on one ward in the hospital, a ward given over to the close 
study of a small number of highly delinquent boys, patients and 
staff of all ranks, including doctors, apparently formed a 
single ceremonial group. Members of the group were linked by 
symmetrical rules of familiarity, so that it was permissible for 
an eight-year-old to call the ward administrator by his first 
name, joke with him, and swear in his presence. 
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fast, late-comers were only mildly chided for doing so. 
Once at table, a patient was obliged to return the greet­
ings offered him, but after this if · his mood and manner 
patently expressed his desire to be left alone, no effort 
would be made to draw him into the meal-time conver­
sation. If a patient took his food from the table and retired 
to his room or to the empty TV lounge, no one chased 
after him. If a patient refused to come on an outing, a 
little joke was made of it, warning the individual what 
he would miss, and the matter would be dropped. If a 
patient refused to play cards at a time when this would 
deny the others a necessary fourth, joking remonstrances 
would be made but not continued. And on any occasion, 
if the patient appeared depressed, moody, or even some­
what disarrayed, an effort was made not to notice this or 
to attribute it to a need for physical care and rest. These 
kinds of delicacy and restriction of demands seemed to 
serve the social function of keeping informal life free 
from the contamination of being a "treatment" or it pre­
scription, and meant that in certain matters the patient 
had a right to prevent intrusion when, where, and how he 
wanted to do so. It is apparent, however, that the right to 
withdraw into privacy was a right that was accorded at 
the expense of those kinds of acts through which the in­
dividual was expected to display his relatedness to the 
others on the ward. There is an inescapable opposition 
between showing a desire to include an individual and 
showing respect for his privacy. 

As an implication of this dilemma, we must see that 
social intercourse involves a constant dialectic between 
presentational rituals and avoidance rituals. A peculiar 
tension must be maintained, for these opposing require­
ments of conduct must somehow be held apart from one 
anotller and yet realized together in the same interac­
tion: the gestures which carry an actor to a recipient 
must also signify that things will not be carried too far. 
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DEMEANOR 

It was suggested that the ceremonial component of con­
crete behavior has at least two basic elements, deference 
and demeanor. Deference, defined as the appreciation an 
individual shows of another to that other, whether through 
avoidance rituals or presentational rituals, has been dis­
cussed and demeanor may now be considered. 

By demeanor I shall refer to that element of the indi­
vidual's ceremonial behavior typically conveyed through 
deportment, dress, and bearing, which serves to express 
to those in his immediate presence that he is a person of 
certain desirable or undesirable qualities. In our society, 
the "well" or "properly" demeaned individual displays such 
attributes as: discretion and sincerity; modesty in claims 
regarding self; sportsmanship; command of speech and 
physical movements; self-control over his emotions, his ap­
petites, and his desires; poise under pressure; and so forth. 

When we attempt to analyze the qualities conveyed 
through demeanor, certain themes become apparent. The 
well-demeaned individual possesses the attributes popu­
larly associated with "character training" or "socialization," 
these being implanted when a neophyte of any kind is 
housebroken. Rightly or wrongly, others tend to use such 
qualities diagnostically, as evidence of what the actor is 
generally like at other times and as a performer of other 
activities. In addition, the properly demeaned individual 
is someone who has closed off many avenues of percep­
tion and penetration that others might take to him, and 
is therefore unlikely to be contaminated by them. Most 
importantly, perhaps, good demeanor is what is required 
of an actor if he is to be transformed into someone who 
can be relied upon to maintain himself as an interactant, 
poised for communication, and to act so that others do not 
endanger themselves by presenting themselves as inter­
actants to him. 
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It should be noted once again that demeanor involves 
attributes derived from interpretations others make of the 
way in which the individual handles himself during social 
intercourse. The individual cannot establish these attri­
butes for his own by verbally avowing that he possesses 
them, though sometimes he may rashly try to do this. (He 
can, however, contrive to conduct himself in such a way 
that others, through their interpretation of his conduct, 
will impute the kinds of attributes to him he would like 
others to see in him. ) In general, then, through demeanor 
the individual creates an image of himself, but properly 
speaking this is not an image that is meant for his own 
eyes. Of course this should not prevent us from seeing 
that the individual who acts with good demeanor may do 
so because he places an appreciable value upon himself, 
and that he who fails to demean himself properly may be 
accused of having "no self-respect" or of holding himself 
too cheaply in his own eyes. 

As in the case of deference, an object in the study of 
demeanor is to collect all the ceremonially relevant acts 
that a particular individual performs in the presence of 
each of the several persons with whom he comes in con­
tact, to interpret these acts for the demeanor that is 
symbolically expressed through them, and then to piece 
these meanings together into an image of the individual, 
an image of him in others' eyes. 

Rules of demeanor, like rules of deference, can be sym­
metrical or asymmetrical. Between social equals, sym­
metrical rules of demeanor seem often to be prescribed. 
Between unequals many variations can be found. For ex­
ample, at staff meetings on the psychiatric units of the 
hospital, medical doctors had the privilege of swearing, 
changing the topic of conversation, and sitting in undig­
nified positions; attendants, on the other hand, had the 
right to attend staff meetings and to ask questions during 
them (in line with the milieu-therapy orientation of these 
research units) but were implicitly expected to conduct 
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themelves with greater circumspection than was required 
of doctors. (This was pointed out by a perceptive occupa­
tional therapist who claimed she was always reminded 
that a mild young female psychiatrist was really an M.D. 
by the fact that this psychiatrist exercised these preroga­
tives of informal demeanor. ) The extreme here perhaps is 
the master-servant relation as seen in cases where valets, 
and maids are required to perform in a dignified manner 
services of an undignified kind. Similarly, doctors had the 
right to saunter into the nurses' station, lounge on the 
station's dispensing counter, and engage in joking with the 
nurses; other ranks participated in this informal interac­
tion with doctors, but only after doctors had initiated it. 

On Ward A, standards of demeanor were maintained 
that seem to be typical in American middle-class society. 
The eating pace maintained at table suggested that no 
one present was so over-eager to eat, so little in control of 
impulses, so jealous of his rights, as to wolf down his food 
or take more than his share. At pinochle, the favorite card 
game, each player would coax spectators to take his hand 
and spectators would considerately decline the offer, ex­
pressing in this way that a passion for play had in no way 
overwhelmed them. Occasionally a patient appeared in the 
day-room or at meals with bathrobe ( a  practice permitted 
of patients throughout the hospital) but ordinarily neat 
street wear was maintained, illustrating that the individual 
was not making his appearance before others in a lax 
manner or presenting too much of himself too freely. 
Little profanity was employed and no open sexual re­
marks. 

On Ward B, bad demeanor (by middle-class stand­
ards) was quite common. This may be illustrated from 
meal-time behavior. A patient would often lunge at an 
extra piece of food or at least eye an extra piece covetously. 
Even when each individual at table was allowed to receive 
an equal share, over-eagerness was shown by the practice 
of taking all of one's share at once instead of waiting un-
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til one serving had been eaten. Occasionally a patient 
would come to table half-dressed. One patient frequently 
belched loudly at meals and was occasionally flatulent. 
Messy manipulation of food sometimes occurred. Swearing 
and cursing were common. Patients would occasionally 
push their chairs back from the table precipitously and 
bolt for another room, coming back to the table in the 
same violent manner. Loud sounds were sometimes made 
by sucking on straws in empty pop bottles.  Through 
these activities, patients expressed to the staff and to one 
another that their selves were not properly demeaned ones. 

These forms of misconduct are worth study because 
they make us aware of some aspects of good demeanor yve 
usually take for granted; for aspects even more usually 
taken for granted, we must study "back" wards in typical 
mental hospitals. There patients are denudative, incon­
tinent, and they openly masturbate; they scratch them­
selves violently; drooling occurs and a nose may run un­
checked; sudden hostilities may flare up and "paranoid" 
immodesties be projected; speech or motor activity may 
occur at a manic or depressed pace, either too fast or too 
slow for propriety; males and females may comport them­
selves as if they were of the other sex or hardly old enough 
to have any. Such wards are of course the classic settings 
of bad demeanor. 

A final point about demeanor may be mentioned. What­
ever his motives for making a well demeaned appearance 
before others, it is assumed that the individual will exert 
his own will to do so, or that he will pliantly co-operate 
should it fall to someone else's lot to help him in this mat­
ter. In our society, a man combs his own hair until it gets 
too long, then he goes to a barber and follows instructions 
while it is being cut. This voluntary submission is crucial, 
for personal services of such a kind are done close to the 
very center of the individual's inviolability and can easily 
result in transgressions; server and served must co-operate 
closely if these are not to occur. If, however, an individual 
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fails to maintain what others see as proper personal ap­
pearance, and if he refuses to co-operate with those who 
are charged with maintaining it for him, then the task of 
making him presentable against his will is likely to cost 
him at the moment a great deal of dignity and deference, 
and this in turn may create complex feelings in those who 
find they must cause him to pay this price. This is one of 
the occupational dilemmas of those employed to make 
children and mental patients presentable. It is easy to or­
der attendants to «dress up" and shave male patients on 
visitors' day, and no doubt when this is done patients 
make a more favorable appearance, but while this appear­
ance is in the process of being achieved-in the showers 
or the barbershop, for example-the patients may be sub­
jected to extreme indignities. 

DEFERENCE AND DEMEANOR 

Deference and demeanor are analytical terms; empm­
cally there is much overlapping of the activities to which 
they refer. An act through which the individual gives or 
withholds deference to others typically prOVides means by 
which he expresses the fact that he is a well or badly de­
meaned individual. Some aspects of this overlapping may 
be cited. First, in performing a given act of presentational 
deference, as in offering a guest a chair, the

' 
actor finds 

himself doing something that can be done with smoothness 
and aplomb, expressing self-control and poise, or with 
clumsiness and uncertainty, expressing an irresolute char­
acter. This is, as it were, an incidental and adventitious 
connection between deference and demeanor. It may be 
illustrated from recent material on doctor-patient relation­
ships, where it is suggested that one complaint a doctor 
may have against some of his patients is that they do not 
bathe before coming for an examination;21 while bathing 

21 Ernest Dichter, A Psychological Study of the Doctor-

8! 
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is a way of paying deference to the doctor it is at the same 
time a way for the patient to present himself as a clean, 
well demeaned person. A further illustration is found in 
acts such as loud talking, shouting, or singing, for these 
acts encroach upon the right of others to be let alone, 
while at the same tin).e they illustrate a badly demeaned 
lack of control over one's feelings. 

The same connection between deference and demeanor 
has had a bearing on the ceremonial difficulties associated 
with intergroup interaction : the gestures of deference ex­
pected by members of one society have sometimes been 
incompatible with the standards of demeanor maintained 
by members of another. For example, during the nine­
teenth century, diplomatic relations between Britain and 
China were embarrassed by the fact that the Kot'ow de­
manded of visiting ambassadors by the Chinese Emperor 
was felt by some British ambassadors to be incompatible 
with their self-respect.22 

A second connection between deference and demeanor 
turns upon the fact that a willingness to give others their 
deferential due is one of the qualities which the individual 
owes it to others to express through his conduct, just as a 
willingness to conduct oneself with good demeanor is in 
general a way of showing deference to those present. 

In spite of these connections between deference and 
demeanor, the analytical relation between them is one of 
"complementarity," not identity. The image the individual 
owes to others to maintain of himself is not the same type 
of image these others are obliged to maintain of him. Def­
erence linages tend to point to the wider society outside 
the interaction, to the place the individual has achieved in 
the hierarchy of this society. Demeanor images tend to 
point to qualities which any social position gives its incum-

Patient Relationship (California Medical Association, Alameda 
County Medical Association, 1950 ), pp. 5-6. 

22 R. K. Douglas, Society in China ( Innes, London, 18g5 ) ,  
pp. 291-96. 
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bents a chance to display during interaction, for these 
qualities pertain more to the way in which the individual 
handles his position than to the rank and place of that posi­
tion relative to those possessed by others. 

Further, the image of himself the individual owes it to 
others to maintain through his conduct is a kind of justifica­
tion and compensation for the image of him that others are 
obliged to express through their deference to him. Each 
of the two images in fact may act as a guarantee and check 
upon the other. In an interchange that can be found in 
many cultures, the individual defers to guests to show how 
welcome they are and how highly he regards them; they 
in turn decline the offering at least once, showing through 
their demeanor that they are not preswnptuous, immodest, 
or over-eager to receive favor. Similarly, a man starts to rise 
for a lady, showing respect for her sex; she interrupts and 
halts his gesture, showing she is not greedy of her rights in 
this capacity but is ready to define the situation as one 
between equals. In general, then, by treating others def­
erentially one gives them an opportunity to handle the 
indulgence with good demeanor. Through this differentia­
tion in symbolizing function the world tends to be bathed 
in better images than anyone deserves, for it is practical 
to signify great appreciation of others by offering them 
deferential indulgences, knowing that some of these in­
dulgences will be declined as an expression of good de­
meanor. 

There are still other complementary relations between 
deference and demeanor. If an individual feels he ought to 
show proper demeanor in order to warrant deferential 
treatment, then he must be in a position to do so. He must, 
for example, be able to conceal from others aspects of him­
self which would make him unworthy in their eyes, and to 
conceal himself from them when he is in an indigniRed 
state, whether of dress, mind, posture, or action. The 
avoidance rituals which others perform in regard to him 
give him room to maneuver, enabling him to present only 
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a self that is worthy of deference; at the same time, this 
avoidance makes it easier for them to assure themselves 
that the deference they have to show him is warranted. 

To show the difference between deference and de­
meanor, I have pointed out the complementary relation 
between them, but even this kind of relatedness can be 
overstressed. The failure of an individual to show proper 
deference to others does not necessarily free them from 
the obligation to act with good demeanor in his presence, 
however disgruntled they may be at having to do this. 
Similarly, the failure of an individual to conduct himself 
with proper demeanor does not always relieve those in his 
presence from treating him with proper deference. It is by 
separating deference and dBmeanor that we can appreciate 
many things about ceremonial life, such as that a group 
may be noted for excellence in one of these areas while 
having a bad reputation in the other. Hence we can find 
a place for arguments such as De Quincey's,23 that an 
Englishman shows great self-respect but little respect for 
others while a Frenchman shows great respect for others 
but little respect for himself. 

We are to see, then, that there are many occasions when 
it would be improper for an individual to convey about 
himself what others are ready to convey about him to him, 
since each of these two images is a warrant and justifica­
tion for the other, and not a mirror image of it. The Mead­
ian notion that the individual takes toward hin1self the 
attitude others take to him seems very much an oversim­
plification. Rather the individual must rely on others to 
complete the picture of him of which he himself is allowed 
to paint only certain parts. Each individual is responsible 
for the demeanor image of himself and the deference 
image of others, so that for a complete man to be ex-

23 Thomas De Quincey, "French and English Manners," Col­
lected Writings of Thomas De Quincey, David Mason, ed. 
(Adams and Charles Black, Edinburgh, 18go ) ,  vol. XIV, 
327-34. 
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pressed, individuals must hold hands in a chain of cere­
mony, each giving deferentially with proper demeanor to 
the one on the right what will be received deferentially 
from the one on the left. While it may be true that the 
individual has a unique self all his own, evidence of this 
possession is thoroughly a product of joint ceremonial 
labor, the part expressed through the individual's de­
meanor being no more significant than the part conveyed 
by others through their deferential behavior toward him. 

CEREMONIAL PROFANATIONS 

There are many situations and many ways in which the 
justice of ceremony can fail to be maintained. There are 
occasions when the individual finds that he is accorded 
deference of a misidentifying kind, whether the misidenti­
fication places him in a higher or lower position than he 
thinks right. There are other occasions when he finds that 
he is being treated more impersonally and unceremonially 
than he thinks proper and feels that his treatment ought 
to be more punctuated with acts of deference, even though 
these may draw attention to his subordinate status. A 
frequent occasion for ceremonial difficulty occurs at · mo­
ments of intergroup contact, since diHerent societies and 
subcultures have different ways of conveying deference 
and demeanor, diHerent ceremonial meanings for the same 
act, and diHerent amounts of concern over such things as 
poise and privacy. Travel books such as Mrs. Trollope's24 
are full of autobiographical material on these misunder­
standings, and sometimes seem to have been written chiefly 
to publicize them. 

Of the many kinds of ceremonial transgressions there is 
one which a preliminary paper on ceremony is obliged to 
consider: it is the kind that appears to have been per-

24 Mrs. Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans ( Whit­
taker, Treacher; London, 1832) .  
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petrated on purpose and to employ consciously the very 
language of ceremony to say what is forbidden. The idiom 
through which modes of proper ceremonial conduct are 
established necessarily creates ideally effective forms of 
desecration, for it is only in reference to specified proprie­
ties that one can learn to appreciate what will be the worst 
possible form of behavior. Profanations are to be expected, 
for every religious ceremony creates the possibility of a 
black mass.25 

When we study individuals who are on familiar terms 
with one another and need stand on little ceremony, we 
often find occasions when standard ceremonial forms that 
are inapplicable to the situation are employed in what is 
felt to be a facetious way, apparently as a means of pok­
ing fun at social circles where the ritual is seriously em­
ployed. When among themselves, nurses at the research 
hospital sometimes addressed one another humorously as 
Miss -; doctors under similar conditions sometimes 
called one another "Doctor" with the same joking tone of 
voice. Similarly, elaborate offering of a chair or precedence 
through a door was sometimes made between an actor 
and recipient who were actually on terms of symmetrical 
familiarity. In Britain, where speech and social style are 
clearly stratified, a great amount of this unserious profana­
tion of rituals can be found, with upper class people mock­
ing lower class ceremonial gestures, and lower class people 
when among themselves fully returning the compliment. 
The practice perhaps reaches its highest expression in 
music hall revues, where lower class performers beautifully 
mimic upper class ceremonial conduct for an audience 
whose status falls somewhere in between. 

25 A kind of ceremonial profanation also seems to exist with 
respect to substantive rules. In law what are sometimes called 
"spite actions" prOvide ffiustrations, as does the phenomenon 
of vandalism. But, as previously suggested, these represent 
ways in which the substantive order is abused for ceremonial 
purposes. 
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Some playful profanation seems to be directed not so 
much at outsiders as at the recipient himself, by way of 
lightly teasing him or testing ritual limits in regard to him. 
n should be said that in our society this kind of play is 
directed by adults to those of lesser ceremonial breed-to 
children, old people, servants, and so forth-as when an 
attendant affectionately ruffles a patient's hair or indulges 
in more drastic types of teasing.26 Anthropologists have 
described this kind of license in an extreme form in the 
case of "siblings-in-law who are potential secondary 
spouses."27 However apparent the aggressive oveliones of 
this form of conduct may be, the recipient is given the 
opportunity of acting as if no serious affront to his honor 
has occurred, or at least an affront · no more serious than 
that of being defined as someone with whom it is permis­
sible to joke. On Ward B, when Mrs. Baum was given a 
sheet too small for her bed she used it to playfully bag 
one of the staff members. Her daughter occasionally jok­
ingly employed the practice of bursting large bubblegum 
bubbles as close to the face of a staff person as possible 
without touching him, or stroking the arm and hand of a 
male staff member in parody of affectional gestures, glee­
fully proposing sexual intercourse with him. 

A less playful kind of ritual profanation is found in the 
practice of defiling the recipient but in such a way and 
from such an angle that he retains the right to act as if he 
has not received the profaning message. On Ward B, 
where staff members had the occupational obligation of 
"relating to" the patients and responding to them with 
friendliness, nurses would sometimes mutter satta voce 

26 Cf. Harold Taxel, "Authority Structure in a Mental Hos­
pital Ward," Unpublished Master's Thesis, Department of 
SOciology, UniverSity of Chicago, 1953, p. 68; and Robert H .  
Willoughby, "The Attendant in the State Mental Hospital," 
Unpublished Master's TheSiS, Department of Sociology, Univer­
sity of Chicago, 1953, p. 90. 

27 George P. Murdock, Social Structure (Macmillan, New 
York, 1949), p. 282. 
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vituperations when patients were trying and difficult. Pa­
tients, in turn, employed the same device. When a nurse's 
back was turned, patients would sometimes stick their 
tongues out, thumb their noses, or grimace at her. These 
are of course standard forms of ritual contempt in our 
Anglo-American society, constihlting a kind _ of negative 
deference. Other instances may be cited. On one occasion 
Mrs. Baum, to the amusement of others present, turned her 
back on the station window, bent down, and Hipped her 
skirt up, in an act of ritual contempt which was apparently 
once more prevalent as a standard insult than it is today. 
In all these cases we see that although ceremonial liberties 
are taken with the recipient, he is not held in sufficiently 
low regard to be insulted "to his face." This line between 
what can be conveyed about the recipient while in a state 
of talk with him, and what can only be conveyed about 
him when not in talk with him, is a basic ceremonial institu­
tion in our society, ensuring that face-to-face interaction 
is likely to be mutually approving. An appreciation of how 
deep .this line is can be obtained on mental wards, where 
severely disturbed patients can be observed co-operating 
with staff members to maintain a thin fiction that the line is 
being kept. 

But of course there are situations where an actor con­
veys ritual profanation of a recipient while officially en­
gaged in talk with him or in such a way that the affront 
cannot easily be overlooked. Instead of recording and 
classifying these . ritual affronts, students have tended to 
cover them all with a psychological tent, labelling them 
as "aggressions" or "hostile outbursts," while passing on to 
other matters of study. 

In some psychiatric wards, face-to-face ritual profana­
tion is a constant phenomenon. Patients may profane a staff 
member or a fellow-patient by spitting at him, slapping 
his face, throwing feces at him, tearing off his clothes, 
pushing him off the chair, taking food from his grasp, 
screaming into his face, sexually molesting him, etc. On 
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Ward B, on occasion, Betty would slap and punch her 
mother's face and tramp on her mother's bare feet with 
heavy shoes; and abuse her, at table, with those four­
letter wbrds that middle-class children ordinarily avoid in 
reference to their parents, let alone their presence. It 
should be repeated that while from the point of view of 
the actor these profanations may be a product of blind im­
pulse, or have a special symbolic meaning,28 from the 
point of view of the society at large and its ceremonial 
idiom these are not random impulsive infractions. Rather, 
these acts are exactly those calculated to convey complete 
disrespect and contempt through symbolic means. What­
ever is in the patient's mind, the throwing of feces at an 
attendant is a use of our ceremonial idiom that is as ex­
quisite in its way as is a bow from the waist done with 
grace and a flourish. Whether he knows it or not, the pa­
tient speaks the same ritual language as his captors; he 
merely says what they do not wish to hear, for patient 
behavior which does not carry ritual meaning in terms of 
the daily ceremonial discourse of the staff will not be per­
ceived by the staff at all. 

In addition to profanation of others, individuals for vari­
eties of reasons and in varieties of situations give the ap­
pearance of profaning themselves, acting in a way that 
seems purposely designed to destroy the image others 
have of them as persons worthy of deference. Ceremonial 
mortification of the flesh has been a theme in many social 
movements. What seems to be involved is not merely bad 
demeanor but rather the concerted efforts of an individual 
sensitive to high standards of demeanor to act against his 
own interests and exploit ceremonial arrangements by pre­
senting himself in the worst possible light. 

In many psychiatric wards, what appears to staff and 
other patients as self-profanation is a common occurrence. 

28 Morris S. Schwartz and Alfred H. Stanton, "A Social 
Psychological Study of Incontinence," Psychiatry, 13 ( 1950). 
319-416. 
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For example, female patients can be found who have 
systematically pulled out all the hair from their head, pre­
senting themselves thereafter with a countenance that is 
guaranteed to be grotesque. Perhaps the extreme for our 
society is found in patients who smear themselves with 
and eat their own feces.29 

Self-profanation also occurs of course at the verbal level. 
Thus, on Ward A, the high standards of demeanor were 
broken by the blind patient who at table would some­
times thrust a consideration of her infirmity upon the others 
present by talking in a self-pitying fashion about how little 
use she was to anybody and how no matter how you 
looked at it she was still blind. Similarly, on Ward B, 
Betty was wont to comment on how ugly she was, how fat, 
and how no one would want to have someone like her for a 
girl-friend. In both cases, these self-derogations, carried 
past the limits of polite self-depreciation, were considered 
a tax upon the others: they were willing to exert protec­
tive referential avoidance regarding the individuafs short­
comings and felt it was unfair to be forced into contaminat­
ing intimacy with the individual's problems. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The rules of conduct which bind the actor and the 
recipient together are the bindings of society. But many of 
the acts which are guided by these rules occur infre­
quently or take a long time for . their consummation. Op­
portunities to affirm the moral order and the society could 
therefore be rare. It is here that ceremonial rules play 
their social function, for many of the acts which are guided 
by these rules last but a brief moment, involve no substan­
tive outlay, and can be performed in every social inter-

29 E. D. Wittkower and J. D. La Tendresse, "Rehabilitation 
of Chronic Schizophrenics by a New Method of Occupational 
Therapy," British Journal Of Medical Psychology, 28 ( 1955), 
42-47. 
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action. Whatever the activity and however profanely 
instrumental, it can afford many opportunities for minor 
ceremonies · as long as other persons are present. Through 
these observances, guided by ceremonial obligations and 
expectations, a constant :Bow of indulgences is spread 
through society, with others who are present constantly re­
minding the individual that he must keep himself together 
as a well demeaned person and affirm the sacred quality of 
these others. The gestures which we sometimes call 
empty are perhaps in fact the fullest things of all. 

It is therefore important to see that the self is in part a 
ceremonial thing, a sacred object which must be treated 
with proper ritual care and in tum must be presented in a 
proper light to others. As a means through which this self 
is established, the individual acts with proper demeanor 
while in contact with others and is treated by others with 
deference. It is just as important to see that if the indi­
vidual is to play this kind of sacred game, then the field 
must be suited to it. The environment must ensure that 
the individual will not pay too high a price for acting with 
good demeanor and that deference will be accorded him. 
Deference and demeanor practices must be institutional­
ized so that the individual will be able to project a viable, 
sacred self and stay in the game on a proper ritual basis. 

An environment, then, in terms of the ceremonial com­
ponent of activity, is a place where it is easy or difficult to 
play the ritual game of having a self. Where ceremonial 
practices are thoroughly institutionalized, as they were on 
Ward A, it would appear easy to be a person. Where these 
practices are not established, as to a degree they were not 
in Ward B, it would appear difficult to be a person. Why 
one ward comes to be a place in which it is easy to have a 
self and another ward comes to be a place where this is 
difficult depends in part on the type of patient that is re­
cruited and the type of regime the staff attempts to main­
tain. 

One of the bases upon which mental hospitals through-

91 



INTERACTION RITUAL 

out the world segregate their patients is degree of easily 
apparent "mental illness." By and large this means that 
patients are graded according to the degree to which they 
violate ceremonial rules of social intercourse. There are 
very good practical reasons for sorting patients into differ­
ent wards in this way, and in fact that institution is back­
ward where no one bothers to do so. This grading very 
often means, however, that individuals who are desper­
ately uncivil in some areas of behavior are placed in the 
intimate company of those who are desperately uncivil in 
others. Thus, individuals who are the least ready to project 
a sustainable self are lodged in a milieu where it is 
practically impossible to do so. 

It is in this context that we can reconsider some interest­
ing aspects of the effect of coercion and constraint upon the 
individual. If an individual is to act with proper demeanor 
and show proper deference, then it will be necessary for 
him to have areas of self-determination. He must have an 
expendable supply of the small indulgences which his 
society employs in its idiom of regard-such as cigarettes 
to give, chairs to proffer, food . to provide, and so forth. 
He must have freedom of bodily movement so that it will 
be possible for him to asswne a stance that conveys ap­
propriate respect for others and appropriate demeanor on 
his own part; a patient strapped to a bed may find it im­
practical not to befoul himself, let alone to stand in the 
presence of a lady. He must have a supply of appropriate 
clean clothing if he is to make the sort of appearance that 
is expected of a well demeaned person. To look seemly 
may require a tie, a belt, shoe laces, a mirror, and razor 
blades-all of which the authorities may deem unwise to 
give him. He mnst have access to the eating utensils which 
his society defines as appropriate ones for use, and may 
find that meat cannot be circwnspectly eaten with a card­
board spoon. And finally, without too much cost to himself 
he must be able to decline certain kinds of work, now 
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sometimes c1assilled as "industrial therapy," which his so­
cial group considers infra dignitatem. 

When the individual is subject to extreme constraint he 
is automatically forced from the circle of the proper. The 
sign vehicles or physical tokens through which the custom­
ary ceremonies are performed are unavailable to him. 
Others may show ceremonial regard for him, but it be­
comes impossible for him to reciprocate the show or to act 
in such a way as to make himself worthy of receiving it. 
The only ceremonial statements that are possible for him 
are improper ones. 

The history of the care of mental cases is the history of 
constricting devices: constraining gloves, camisoles, Hoor 
and seat chains, handcuffs, "biter's mask," wet-packs, 
supervised toileting, hosing down, institutional clothing, 
forkless and knifeless eating, and so forth.30 The use of 
these devices provides signillcant data on the ways in 
which the ceremonial grounds of selfhood can be taken 
away. By implication we can obtain information from this 
history about the conditions that must be satisfied if in­
dividuals are to have selves. UnfOltunately, today there are 
still mental institutions where the past of other hospitals 
can be empirically studied now. Students of interpersonal 
ceremony should seek these institutions out almost as 
urgently as students of kinship have sought out disappear­
ing cultures. 

Throughout this paper I have assumed we can learn 
about ceremony by studying a contemporary secular situa­
tion-that of the individual who has declined to employ the 
ceremonial idiom of his group in an acceptable manner 
and has been hospitalized. In a crosscultural view it is 
convenient to see this as a product of our complex division 
of labor which brings patients together instead of leaving 

80 See W. R. Thomas, "The Unwilling Patient," lourrw,l of 
Medical Science, 99 ( 1953 ), especially p. 193; and Alexander 
Walk, "Some Aspects of the 'Moral Treatment' of the Insane 
up to 1854," lourrw,l of Medical Science, 100 ( 1954 ), 191-201. 
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each in his local circle. Further, this division of labor also 
brings together those who have the task of caring for these 
patients. 

We are thus led to the special dilemma of the hospital 
worker: as a member of the wider society he ought to take 
action against mental patients, who have transgressed the 
rules of ceremonial order; but his occupational role obliges 
him to care for and protect these very people. When 
"milieu therapy" is stressed, these obligations further re­
quire him to convey warmth in response to hostility; relat­
edness in response to alienation. 

We have seen that hospital workers must witness im­
proper conduct without applying usual negative sanctions, 
and yet that they must exercise disrespectful coercion over 
their patients. A third peculiarity is that staff members 
may be obliged to render to patients services such as 
changing socks, tying shoelaces or trimming fingernails, 
which outside the hospital generally convey elaborate 
deference. In the hospital setting, such acts are likely to 
convey something inappropriate since the attendant at the 
same time exerts certain kinds of power and moral supe­
riority over his charges. A final peculiarity in the ceremo­
nial life of mental hospitals is that individuals collapse as 
units of minimal ceremonial substance and others learn 
that what had been taken for granted as ultimate entities 
are really held together by rules that can be broken with 
some kind of impunity. Such understanding, like one 
gained at war or at a kinsman's funeral, is not much talked 
about but it tends, perhaps, to draw staff and patients 
together into an unwilling group sharing undesired 
knowledge. 

In summary, then, modern society brings transgressors 
of the ceremonial order to a single place, along with some 
ordinary members of society who make their living there. 
These dwell in a place of unholy acts and unholy under­
standings, yet some of them retain allegiance to the cere­
monial order outside the hospital setting. Somehow cere-
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monial people must work out mechanisms and techniques 
for living without certain kinds of ceremony. 

In this paper I have suggested that Durkheimian notions 
about primitive religion can be translated into concepts of 
deference and demeanor, and that these concepts help us 
to grasp some aspects of urban secular living. The implica­
tion is that in one sense this secular world is not so irreli­
gious as we might think. Many gods have been done away 
with, but the individual himself stubbornly remains as a 
deity of considerable importance. He walks with some 
dignity and is the recipient of many little offerings. He is 
jealous of the worship due him, yet, approached in the 
right spirit, he is ready to forgive those who may have 
offended him. Because of their status relative to his, some 
persons will find him contaminating while others will find 
they contaminate him, in either case finding that they must 
treat him with ritual care. Perhaps the individual is so 
viable a god because he can actually understand the 
ceremonial significance of the way he is treated, and quite 
on his own can respond dramatically to what is proffered 
him. In contacts between such deities there is no need for 
middlemen; each of these gods is able to serve as his own 
priest. 
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AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 

An individual may recognize extreme embarrassment in 
others and even in himself by the objective signs of emo­
tional disturbance: blushing, fumbling, stuttering, an un­
usually low- or high-pitched voice, quavering speech or 
breaking of the voice, sweating, blanching, blinking, tremor 
of the hand, hesitating or vacillating movement, absent­
mindedness, and malapropisms. As Mark Baldwin re­
marked about shyness, there may be "a lowering of the 
eyes, bowing of the head, putting of hands behind the 
back, nervous fingering of the clothing or twisting of the 
fingers together, and stammering, with some incoherence 
of idea as expressed in speech."! There are also symptoms 
of a subjective kind: constriction of the diaphragm, a feel­
ing of wobbliness, consciousness of strained and unnatural 
gestures, a dazed sensation, dryness of the mouth, and 
tenseness of the muscles. In cases of mild discomfiture 
these visible and invisible flusterings occur but in less per­
ceptible form. 

In the popular view it is only natural to be at ease 
during interaction, embarrassment being a regrettable de­
viation from the normal state. The individual, in fact, might 
say he felt "natural" or "unnatural" in the situation, mean­
ing that he felt comfortable in the interaction or embar­
rassed in it. He who frequently becomes embarrassed in 
the presence of others is regarded as suffering from a fool-

1 James Mark Baldwin, Social and Ethical Interpretations in 
Mental Development (London, 1902 ) ,  p. 212, 
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ish unjustilled sense of inferiority and in need of therapy.'2 
To utilize the flustering syndrome in analyzing em­

barrassment, the two kinds of circumstance in which it 
occurs must first be distinguished. First, the individual 
may become flustered while engaged in a task of no par­
ticular value to him in itself, except that his long-range 
interests require him to perform it with safety, competence, 
or dispatch, and he fears he is inadequate to the task. 
Discomfort will be felt in the situation but in a sense not 
for it; in fact, often the individual will not be able to cope 
with it just because he is so anxiously taken up with the 
eventualities lying beyond it. Significantly, the individual 
may become "rattled" although no others are present. 

This paper will not be concerned with these occasions 
of instrumental chagrin but rather with the kind that 
occurs in clear-cut relation to the real or imagined 
presence of others. Whatever else, embarrassment has to 
do with the figure the individual cuts before others felt to 
he there at the time. The crucial concern is the impres­
sion one makes on others in the present-whatever the 
long-range or unconscious basis of this concern may be. 
This fluctuating configuration of those present is a most 
important reference group. 

2 A sophisticated version is the psychoanalytical view that 
uneasiness in social interaction is a result of impossible expec­
tations of attention based on unresolved expectations regarding 
parental support. Presumably an object of therapy is to bring 
the individual to see his symptoms in their true psycha­
dynamic light, on the assumption that thereafter perhaps he 
will nat need them (see Paul Schilder, "The Social Neurosis," 
Psycho-Analytical Review, XXV ( 1938 ), 1-19; Gerhart Piers 
and Milton Singer, Shame and Guilt: A Psychoanalytical and 
a Cultural Study ( Springfield, Ill., Charles C. Thomas, 1953 ), 
esp. f' 26; Le@ Rangell, "The Psychology of Poise," Interna­
tiona Journal of Psychoanalysis, XXXV ( 1954 ), 313-32; Sand0r 
Ferenczi, "Embarrassed Hands," in Further Contributions to the 
The(}TY and Technique of Psychoanalysis (London, Hogarth 
Press, 1950 ), pp. 315-16 ) .  
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VOCABULARY OF EMBARRASSMENT 

A sociaJ. encounter is an occasion of face-to-face inter­
action, beginning when individuals recognize that they 
have moved into one another's immediate presence and 
ending by an appreciated withdrawal from mutual par­
ticipation. Encounters differ markedly from one another in 
purpose, social function, kind and number of personnel, 
setting, etc., and, while only conversational encounters will 
be considered here, obviously there are those in which no 
word is spoken. And yet, in our Anglo-American society, 
at least, there seems to be no social encounter which can­
not become embarrassing to one or more of its participants, 
giving rise to what is sometimes called an incident or false 
note. By listening for this dissonance, the SOciologist can 
generalize about the ways in which interaction can go 
awry and, by implication, the conditions necessary for in­
teraction to be right. At the same time he is given good 
evidence that all encounters are members of a single 
natural class, amenable to a single framework of analysis. 

By whom is the embarrassing incident caused? To whom 
is it embarrassing? For whom is this embarrassment felt? 
It is not always an individual for whose plight participants 
feel embarrassment; it may be for pairs of participants 
who are together having difficulties and even for an en­
counter as a whole. Further, if the individual for whom 
embarrassment is felt happens to be perceived as a respon­
sible representative of some faction or subgroup (as is very 
often the case in three-or-more-person interaction), then 
the members of this faction are likely to feel embarrassed 
and to feel it for themselves. But, while a gaffe or faux pas 
can mean that a single individual is at one and the same 
time the cause of an incident, the one who feels embar­
rassed by it, and the one for whom he feels embarrassment, 
this is not, perhaps, the typical case, for in these matters 
ego boundaries seem especially weak. When an individual 
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finds himself in a situation which ought to make him blush, 
others present usually will blush with and for him, though 
he may not have sufficient sense of shame or appreciation 
of the circumstances to blush on his own account. 

The words "embarrassment," "discomfiture," and "un­
easiness" are used here in a continuum of meanings. Some 
occasions of embarrassment seem to have an abrupt or­
gasmic character; a sudden introduction of the disturbing 
event is followed by an immediate peak in the experience 
of embarrassment and then by a slow return to the pre­
ceding ease, all phases being encompassed in the same 
encounter. A bad moment thus mars an otherwise euphoric 
situation. 

At the other extreme we find that some occasions of 
embarrassment are sustained at the same level throughout 
the encounter, beginning when the interaction begins and 
lasting until the encounter is terminated. The participants 
speak of an uncomfortable or uneasy situation, not of an 
embarrassing incident. In such case, of course, the whole 
encounter becomes for one or more of the parties an inci­
dent that causes embarrassment. Abrupt embarrassment 
may often be intense, while sustained uneasiness is more 
commonly mild, involving barely apparent flusterings. An 
encounter which seems likely to occasion abrupt embar­
rassment may, because of this, cast a shadow of sustained 
uneasiness upon the participants, transforming the entire 
encounter into an incident itself. 

In forming a picture of the embarrassed individual, one 
relies on imagery from mechanics: equilibrium or self­
control can be lost, balance can be overthrown. No doubt 
the physical character of flustering in part evokes this 
imagery. In any case, a completely flustered individual is 
one who cannot for the time being mobilize his muscular 
and intellectual resources for the task at hand, although 
he would like to; he cannot volunteer a response to those 
around him that will allow them to sustain the conversa­
tion smoothly. He and his flustered actions block the line 
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of activity the others have been pursuing. He is present 
with them, but he is not "in play." The others may be 
forced to stop and turn their attention to the impediment; 
the topic of conversation is neglected, and energies are 
directed to the task of re-establishing the flustered indi­
vidual, of studiously ignoring him, or of withdrawing from 
his presence. 

To conduct one's self comfortably in interaction and to 
be flustered are directly opposed. The more of one, the 
less, on the whole, of the other; hence through contrast 
each mode of behavior can throw light upon the character­
istics of the other. Face-to-face interaction in any culture 
seems to require just those capacities that flustering seems 
guaranteed to destroy. Therefore, events which lead to 
embarrassment and the methods for avoiding and dispelling 
it may provide a cross-cultural framework of sociological 
analysis. 

The pleasure or displeasure that a social encounter 
affords an individual, and the . affection or hostility that he 
feels for the participants, can have more than one relation 
to his composure or lack of it. Compliments, acclaim, and 
sudden reward may throw the recipient into a state of joy­
ful confusion, while a heated quarrel can be provoked and 
sustained, although throughout the individual feels com­
posed and in full command of himself. More important, 
there is a kind of comfort which seems a formal property 
of the situation and which has to do with the coherence 
and decisiveness with which the individual assumes a welI­
integrated role and pursues momentary objectives having 
nothing to do with the content of the actions themselves. 
A feeling of discomfiture per se seems always to be un­
pleasant, but the circumstances that arouse it may have 
immediate pleasant consequences for the one who is dis­
comfited. 

In spite of this variable relation between displeasure and 
discomfiture, to appear flustered, in our society at least, is 
considered evidence of weakness, inferiority, low status 
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moral guilt, defeat, and other unenviable attributes. And, 
as previously suggested, flustering threatens the encounter 
itself by disrupting the smooth transmission and reception 
by which encounters are sustained. When discomfiture 
arises from any of these sources, understandably the flus­
tered individual will make some effort to conceal his state 
from the others present. The fixed smile, the nervous hol­
low laugh, the busy hands, the downward glance that 
conceals the expression of the eyes, have become famous 
as signs of attempting to conceal embarrassment As Lord 
Chesterfield puts it: 

They are ashamed in company, and so discon­
certed that they do not know what they do, and try 
a thousand hicks to keep themselves in countenance; 
which tricks afterwards grow habitual to them. Some 
put their fingers to their nose, others scratch their 
head, others twirl their hats; in short, every awkward, 
ill-bred body has his tricks.s 

These gestures provide the individual with screens to' hide 
behind while he tries to bring his feelings back into tempo 
and himself back into play. 

Given the individual's desire to conceal his embarrass­
ment, given the setting and his skill at handling himself, he 
may seem poised according to some obvious signs yet 
prove to be embarrassed according to less apparent ones. 
Thus, while making a public speech, he may succeed in 
controlling his voice and give an impression of ease, yet 
those who sit beside him on the platform may see that his 
hands are shaking or that facial tics are giving the lie to 
his composed front. 

Since the individual dislikes to feel or appear embar­
rassed, tactful persons will avoid placing him in this posi­
tion. In addition, they will often pretend not to know that 
he has lost composure or has grounds for losing it. They 
may try to suppress signs of having recognized his state or 

3 Letters of Lord Chesterfield to His Son ( Everyman's ed., 
New York, E. P. Dutton & Co., 1929 ), p. 80. 
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hide them behind the same kind of covering gesture that 
he might employ. Thus they protect his face and his feel­
ings and presumably make it easier for him to regain 
composUre or at least hold on to what he still has. How­
ever, just as the flustered individual may fail to conceal 
his embarrassment, those who perceive his discomfort 
may fail in their attempt to hide their knowledge, where­
upon they all will realize that his embarrassment has been 
seen and that the seeing of it was something to conceal. 
'When this point is reached, ordinary involvement in the 
interaction may meet a painful end. In all this dance be­
tween the concealer and the concealed-from, embarrass­
ment presents the same problem and is handled in the 
same ways as any other offense against propriety. 

There seems to be a critical point at which the flustered 
individual gives up trying to conceal or play down his 
uneasiness: he collapses into tears or paroxysms of 
laughter, has a temper tantrum, flies into a blind rage, 
faints, dashes to the nearest exit, or becomes rigidly im­
mobile as when in panic. After that it is very difficult for 
him to recover composure. He answers to a new set of 
rhythms, characteristic of deep emotional experience, and 
Can hardly give even a faint impression that he is at one 
with the others in interaction. In short, he abdicates his 
role as someone who sustains encounters. The moment of 
crisis is of course socially determined: the individual's 
breaking point is that of the group to whose affective 
standards he adheres. On rare occasions all the participants 
in an encounter may pass this point and together fail to 
maintain even a semblance of ordinary interaction. The 
little social system they created in interaction collapses; 
they draw apart or hurriedly try to assume a new set of 
roles. 

The terms "poise," "sang-froid," and "aplomb," referring 
to the capacity to maintain one's own composure, are to 
be distinguished from what is called "graciousness," 
"tact," or "social skill," namely, the capacity to avoid caus­
ing oneseH or others embarrassment. Poise plays an im-
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pOltant role in communication, for it guarantees that those 
present will not fail to play their parts in interaction but 
will continue as long as they are in one another's pres­
ence to receive and transmit disciplined communications. 
It is no wonder that trial by taunting is a test that every 
young person passes through until he develops a capacity 
to maintain composure.4 Nor should it come as a surprise 
that many of our games and sports commemorate the 
themes of composure and embarrassment: in poker, a 
dubious claim may win money for the player who can 
present it calmly; in judo, the maintenance and loss of 
composure are specifically fought over; in cricket, sel£­
command or "style" is supposed to be kept up under 
tension. 

The individual is likely to know that certain special situ­
ations always make him uncomfortable and that he has 
certain "faulty" relationships which always cause him un­
easiness. His daily round of social encounters is largely 
determined, no doubt, by his major social obligations, but 
he goes a little out of his way to find situations that will 
not be embarrassing and to by-pass those that will. An in­
dividual who firmly believes that he has little poise, per­
haps even exaggerating his failing, is shy and bashful; 
dreading all encounters, he seeks always to shorten them 
or avoid them altogether. The stutterer is a painful in­
stance of this, showing us the price the individual may be 
willing to pay for his social life. 5 

4 One interesting form in which this trial has been institu­
tionalized in America, especially in lower-class Negro SOciety, 
is "playing the dozens" ( see John Dollard, "Dialectic of In­
sult," American Imago, I [1939], 3-25; R. F. B. Berdie, "Play­
ing the Dozens," Journal of Abnarmal and Social Psychology, 
XLII [ 1947], 120-21) .  On teasing in general see S.  J. Sperling, 
"On the Psychodynamics of Teasing," Journal of the American 
Psycho-analytical Association, I ( 1953 ), 458-83. 

5 Cf. H. J. HeItman, "Psycho-social Phenomena of Stuttering 
and Their Etiological and Therapeutic Implications," Journal 
of Social Psychology, IX ( 1938 ) ,  79-96. 
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CAUSES OF EMBARRASSMENT 

Embarrassment has to do with unfulfilled expectations 
(but not with those of a statistical kind) . Given their so­
cial identities and the setting, the participants will sense 
what sort of conduct ought to be maintained as the ap­
propriate thing, however much they may despair of its 
actually occurring. An individual may firmly expect that 
certain others will make him ill at ease, and yet this knowl­
edge may increase his discomfiture instead of lessening it. 
An entirely unexpected Hash of social engineering may 
save a situation, all the more effective for their being un­
anticipated. 

The expectations relevant to embarrassment are moral, 
then, but embarrassment does not arise from the breach 
of any moral expectation, for some infractions give rise to 
resolute moral indignation and no uneasiness at all. Rather 
we should look to those moral obligations which surround 
the individual in only one of his capacities, that of someone 
who carries on social encounters. The individual, of course, 
is obliged to remain composed, but this tells us that things 
are going well, not why. And things go well or badly be­
cause of what is perceived about the social identities of 
those present. 

During interaction the individual is expected to possess 
certain attributes, capacities, and information which, taken 
together, fit together into a self that is at once coherently 
unified and appropriate for the occasion. Through the ex­
pressive implications of his stream of conduct, through 
mere participation itself, the individual effectively projects 
this acceptable self into the interaction, although he may 
not be aware of it, and the others may not be aware of 
having so interpreted his conduct. At the same time he 
must accept and honor the selves projected by the other 
participants. The elements of a social encounter, then, 
consist of effectively projected claims to an acceptable self 
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and the confirmation of like claims on the part of the 
others. The contributions of all are oriented to these and 
built up on the basis of them. 

When an event throws doubt upon or discredits these 
claims, then the encounter finds itself lodged in assump­
tions which no longer hold. The responses the parties have 
made ready are now out of place and must be choked 
back, and the interaction must be reconstructed. At such 
times the individual whose self has been threatened (the 
individual for whom embarrassment is felt) and the indi­
vidual who threatened him may both feel ashamed of 
what together they have brought about, sharing this senti­
ment just when they have reason to feel apart. And this 
joint responsibility is only right. By the standards of the 
wider society, perhaps only the discredited individual 
ought to feel ashamed; but, by the standards of the little 
social system maintained through the interaction, the dis­
creditor is just as guilty as the person he discredits-some­
times more so, for, if he has been posing as a tactful man, 
in destroying another's image he destroys his own. 

But of course the trouble does not stop with the guilty 
pair or with those who have identified themselves sym­
pathetically with them. Having no settled and legitimate 
object to which to play out their own unity, the others find 
themselves unfixed and discomfited. This is why embar­
rassment seems to be contagious, spreading, once started, 
in ever widening circles of discomfiture. 

There are many classic circumstances under which the 
self projected by an individual may be discredited, causing 
him shame and embarrassment over what he has or ap­
pears to have done to himself and to the interaction. To 
experience a sudden change in status, as by marriage - or 
promotion, is to acquire a self that other individuals will 
not fully admit because of their lingering attachment to 
the old self. To ask for a job, a loan of money, or a hand 
in marriage is to project an image of self as worthy, under 
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conditions where the one who can discredit the assumption 
may have good reason to do so. To affect the style of one's 
occupational or social betters is to make claims that may 
well be discredited by one's lack of familiarity with the 
role. 

The physical structure of an encounter itself is usually 
accorded certain symbolic implications, sometimes leading 
a participant against his will to project claims about him­
self that are false and embarrassing. Physical closeness 
easily implies social closeness, as anyone knows who has 
happened upon an intimate gathering not meant for him 
or who has found it necessary to carry on fraternal "small 
talk" with someone too high or low or strange to ever be a 
brother. Similarly, if there is to be talk, someone must 
initiate it, feed it, and terminate it; and these acts may 
awkwardly suggest rankings and power which are out of 
line with the facts. 

Various kinds of recurrent encounters in a given society 
may share the assumption that participants have attained 
certain moral, mental, and physiognomic standards. The 
person who falls short may everywhere find himself inad­
vertently trapped into making implicit identity-claims 
which he cannot fulfil. Compromised in every encounter 
which he enters, he truly wears the leper's bell. The indi­
vidual who most isolates himself from social contacts may 
then be the least insulated from the demands of society. 
And, if he only imagines that he possesses a disqualifying 
attribute, his judgment of himself may be in error, but in 
the light of it his withdrawal from contact is reasonable. 
In any case, in deciding whether an individual's grounds 
for shyness are real or in1aginary, one should seek not for 
«justifiable" disqualifications but for the much larger range 
of characteristics which actually embarrass encounters. 

In all these settings the same fundamental thing occurs: 
the expressive facts at hand threaten or discredit the 
assumptions a participant finds he has projected about his 
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identity.6 Thereafter those present find they can neither 
do without the assumptions nor base their own responses 
upon them. The inhabitable reality shrinks until everyone 
feels "small" or out of place. 

An additional complication must be noted. Often im­
portant everyday occasions of embarrassment arise when 
the self projected is somehow confronted with another self 
which, though valid in other contexts, cannot be here 
sustained in harmony with the first. Embarrassment, then, 
leads us to the matter of "role segregation." Each indi­
vidual has more than one role, but he is saved from role 
dilemma by "audience segregation," for, ordinarily, those 
before whom he plays out one of his roles will not be the 
individuals before whom he plays out another, allowing 
him to be a different person in each role without dis­
crediting either. 

In every social system, however, there are times and 
places where audience segregation regularly breaks down 
and where individuals confront one another with selves in­
compatible with the ones they extend to each other on 
other occasions. At such times, embarrassment, especially 
the mild kind, clearly shows itself to be located not in the 
individual but in the social system wherein he has his 
several selves. 

6 In addition to his other troubles, he has discredited his 
implicit claim to poise. He will feel he has cause, then, to be­
come embarrassed over his embarrassment, even though no one 
present may have perceived the earlier stages of his discomfiture. 
But a quali£cation must be made. When an individual, receiv­
ing a compliment, blushes from modesty, he may lose his 
reputation for poise but confirm a more important one, that of 
being modest. Feeling that his chagrin is nothing to be 
ashamed of, his embarrassment will not lead him to be em­
barrassed. On the other hand, when embarrassment is clearly 
expected as a reasonable response, he who fails to become 
embarrassed may appear insensitive and thereupon become 
embarrassed because of this appearance. 
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DOMAIN OF EMBARRASSMENT 

Havillg started with psychological considerations, we 
have come by stages to a structural sociological point of 
view. Precedent comes from social anthropologists and 
their analyses of joking and avoidance. One assumes that 
embarrassment is a normal part of normal social life, the 
individual becoming uneasy not because he is personally 
maladjusted but rather because he is not; presumably any­
one with his combination of statuses would do likewise. In 
an empirical study of a particular social system, the first 
object would be to learn what categories of persons be­
come embarrassed in what recurrent situations. And the 
second object would be to discover what would happen to 
the social system and the framework of obligations if em­
barrassment had not come to be systematically built into 
it. 

An illustration may be taken from the social life of 
large social establishments-office buildings, schools, hos­
pitals, etc. Here, in elevators, halls, and cafeterias, at 
newsstands, vending machines, snack counters, and en­
trances, all members are often formally on an equal if 
distant footing.7 In Benoit-Smullyan's terms, situs, not 
status or locus, is expressed.8 Cutting across these relation­
ships of equality and distance is another set of relation-

7 This equal and joint membership in a large organization 
is often celebrated annually at the office party and in amateur 
dramatic skits, this being accomplished by pointedly excluding 
@utsiders and scrambling the rank of insiders. 

8 Emile Benoit-Smullyan, "Status, Status Types, and Status 
Interrelations," American Sociological ReView, IX ( 1944 ) , 
151-61. In a celtain way the claim of equal institutional mem­
bership is reinforced by the ruling in our society that males 
ought to show certain minor courtesies to females; all other 
principles, such as distinctions between racial groups and occu­
pational categories, mnst be suppressed. The effect is to stress 
situs and equality. 
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ships, arising in work teams whose members are ranked 
by such things as prestige and authority and yet drawn to­
gether by joint enterprise and personal knowledge of one 
another. 

In many large establishments, staggered work hours, 
segregated cafeterias, and the like help to insure that those 
who are ranked and close in one set of relations will not 
have to find themselves in physically intimate situations 
where they are expected to maintain equality and dis­
tance. The democratic orientation of some of our newer 
establishments, however, tends to throw differently placed 
members of the same work team together at places such as 
the cafeteria, causing them uneasiness. There is no way 
for them to act that does not disturb one of the two basic 
sets of relations in which they stand to each other. These 
difficulties are especially likely to occur in elevators, for 
there individuals who are not quite on chatting terms 
must remain for a time too close together to ignore the 
opportunity for informal talk-a problem solved, of coUrse, 
for some, by special executive elevators. Embarrassment, 
then, is built into the establishment ecologically. 

Because of possessing multiple selves the individual 
may find he is required both to be present and to not be 
present on certain occasions. Embarrassment ensues: the 
individual finds himself being torn apart, however gently. 
Corresponding to the oscillation of his conduct is the 
oscillation of his self. 

SOCIAL FUNCTION OF EMBARRASSMENT 

When an individual's projected self is threatened dur­
ing interaction, he may with poise suppress all signs of 
shame and embarrassment. No Husterings, or efforts to con­
ceal having seen them, obtrude upon the smooth flow of 
the encounter; participants can proceed as if no incident 
has occurred. 
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When situations are saved, however, something impor­
tant may be lost. By showing embarrassment when he can 
be neither of two people, the individual leaves open the 
possibilitY that in the future he may effectively be either. 9 
His role in the current interaction may be sacrificed, and 
even the encounter itself, but he demonstrates that, while 
he cannot present a sub stainable and coherent self on this 
occasion, he is at least disturbed by the fact and may 
prove worthy at another time. To this extent, embarrass­
ment is not an irrational impulse breaking through socially 
prescribed behavior but part of this orderly behavior it­
self. Flusterings are an extreme example of that important 
class of acts which are usually quite spontaneous and yet 
no less required and obligatory than ones self-consciously 
performed. 

Behind a conflict in identity lies a more fundamental 
conflict, one of organizational principle, since the self, 
for many purposes, consists merely of the application of 
legitimate organizational principles to one's self. One 
builds one's identity out of claims which, if denied, give 
one the right to feel righteously indignant. Behind the 
apprentice's claims for a full share in the use of certain 
plant facilities there is the organizational principle: all 
members of the establishment are equal in certain ways 
qua members. Behind the specialist's demand for suit­
able financial recognition there is the principle that the 
type of work, not mere work, determines status. The 
fumblings of the apprentice and the specialist when they 

9 A similar argument was presented by Samuel Johnson in 
his piece "Of Bashfulness," The Rambler, ( 1751 ), No. 139: 
"It generally happens that assurance keeps an even pace with 
ability; and the fear of miscarriage, which hinders our . first 
attempts, is gradually disSipated as our skill advances towards 
certainty 6f success. TIle bashfulness, therefore, which prevents 
disgrace, that short temporary shame which secures us from 
the danger of lasting reproach, cannot be properly counted 
among our misfortunes." 
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reach the Coca-Cola machine at the same time express 
an incompatibility of organizational principles.lO 

The principles of organization of any social system are 
likely to come in conflict at certain points. Instead of per­
mitting the conflict to be expressed in an encounter, the 
individual places himself between the opposing principles. 
He sacrifices his identity for a moment, and sometimes 
the encounter, but the principles are preserved. He may 
be ground between opposing assumptions, thereby pre­
venting direct friction between them, or he may be almost 
pulled apart, so that principles with little relation to one 
another may operate together. Social structure gains elastic­
ity; the individual merely loses composure. 

10 At such moments "joshing" sometimes occurs. It is said 
to be a means of releaSing the tension caused either by em­
barrassment or by whatever caused embarrassment. But in many 
cases this kind of banter is a way of saying that what occurs now 
is not serious or real. The exaggeration, the mock insult, the 
mock claims-all these reduce the seriousness of conflict by 
denying reality to the situation. And this, of course, in another 
way, is what embarrassment does. It is natural, then, to find 
embarrassment and joking together, for both help in denying 
the same reality. 

112 



ALIENATION FROM INTERACTION 

1. INTRODUCTION 

When the individual in our Anglo-American society en­
gages in a conversational encounter with others he may 
become spontaneously involved in it. He can become un­
thinkingly and impulsively immersed in the talk and car­
ried away by it, oblivious to other things, including him­
self. Whether his involvement is intense and not easily 
disrupted, or meager and easily distracted, the topic of talk 
can form the main focus of his cognitive attention and 
the current talker can form the main focus of his visual 
attention. The binding and hypnotic effect of such in­
volvement is illustrated by the fact that while thus involved 
the individual can simultaneously engage in other goal­
directed activities (chewing gum, smoking, finding a com­
fortable sitting position, performing repetitive tasks, etc. ) 
yet manage such side-involvements in an abstracted, 
fugue-like fashion so as not to be distracted from his main 
focus of attention by them. 

The individual, like an infant or an animal, can of course 
become spontaneously involved in unsociable solitary tasks. 
When this occurs the task takes on at once a weight and 
a lightness, affording the performer a firm sense of reality. 
As a main focus of attention talk is unique, however, for 
talk creates for the participant a world and a reality that 
has other participants in it. Joint spontaneous involve­
ment is a unio mystico, a socialized trance. We must also 
see that a conversation has a life of its own and makes de­
mands on its own behalf. It is a little social system with 
its own boundary-maintaining tendencies; it is a little patch 
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of commitment and loyalty with its own heroes1 and its 
own villains. 

Taking joint spontaneous involvement as a point of ref­
erence, I want to discuss how this involvement can fail 
to occur and the consequence of this failure. I want to 
consider the ways in which the individual can become 
alienated from a conversational encounter, the uneasiness 
that arises with this, and the consequence of this aliena­
tion and uneasiness upon the interaction. Since alienation 
can occur in regard to any imaginable talk, we may be able 
to learn from it something about the generic properties of 
spoken interaction. 

II. INVOLVEMENT OBLIGATIONS 

When individuals are in one another's immediate pres­
ence, a multitude of words, gestures, acts, and minor 
events become available, whether desired or not, through 
which one who is present can intentionally or uninten-

. tionally symbolize his character and his attitudes. In our 
society a system of etiquette obtains that enjoins the in­
dividual to handle these expressive events fittingly, pro­
jecting through them a proper image of himself, an ap­
propriate respect for the others present, and a suitable 
regard for the setting. When the individual intentionally 
or unintentionally breaks a rule of etiquette, others pres­
ent may mobilize themselves to restore the ceremonial 
order, somewhat as they do when other types of social or­
der are transgressed. 

Through the ceremonial order that is maintained by a 
system of etiquette, the capacity of the individual to be 

l One of its heroes is the wit who can introduce references 
to wider, important matters in a way that is ineffably suited 
to the current moment of talk. Since the witticism will never 
again be as telling, a sacrifice has been offered up to the 
conversation, and respect paid to its unique reality by an act 
that shows how thoroughly the actor is alive to the interaction. 
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carried away by a talk become socialized, taking on a 
burden of ritual value and social function. Choice of main 
focus of attention, choice of side-involvements and of in­
tensity of involvement, become hedged in with social con­
straints, so that some allocations of attention become so­
cially proper and other allocations improper. 

There are many occasions when the individual partici­
pant in a conversation fInds that he and the others are 
locked together by involvement obligations with respect 
to it. He comes to feel it is defIned as appropriate (and 
hence either desirable in itself or prudent) to give his 
main focus of attention to the talk, and to become spon­
taneously involved in it, while at the same time he feels 
that each of the other participants has the same obliga­
tion. Due to the ceremonial order in which his actions are 
embedded, he may fInd that any alternate allocation of 
involvement on his part will be taken as a discourtesy and 
cast an uncalled-for reflection upon the others, the set­
ting, or himself. And he will flnd that his offense has been 
committed in the very presence of those who are offended 
by it. Those who break the rules of interaction commit 
their crimes in jail. 

The task of becoming spontaneously involved in some­
thing, when it is a duty to oneself or others to do so, is a 
ticklish thing, as we all know from experience with dull 
chores or threatening ones. The individual's actions must 
happen to satisfy his involvement obligations, but in a 
certain sense he cannot act in order to satisfy these obliga­
tions, for such an effort would require him to shift his 
attention from the topic of conversation to the problem of 
being spontaneously involved in it. Here, in a component 
of non-rational impulsiveness-not only tolerated but ac­
tually demanded-we fInd an important way in which the 
interactional order differs from other kinds of social order. 

The individual's obligation to maintain spontaneous in­
volvement in the conversation and the difficulty of doing 
so place him in a delicate position. He is rescued by his 
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co-participants, who control their own actions so that he 
will not be forced from appropriate involvement. But the 
moment he is rescued he will have to rescue someone else, 
and so his job as interactant is only complicated the more. 
Here, then, is one of the fundamental aspects of social 
control in conversation : the individual must not only main­
tain proper involvement himself but also act so as to 
ensure that others will maintain theirs. This is what the 
individual owes the others in their capacity as interactants, 
regardless of what is owed them in whatever other capaci­
ties they participate, and it is this obligation that tells us 
that, whatever social role the individual plays during a 
conversational encounter, he will in addition have to illl 
the role of interactant. 

The individual will have approved and unapproved rea­
sons for fulIDling his obligation qua interactant, but in all 
cases to do so he must be able rapidly and delicately to 
take the role of the others and sense the qualifications their 
situation ought to bring to his conduct if they are not to 
be brought up short by it. He must be sympathetically 
aware of the kinds of things in which the others present 
can become spontaneously and properly involved, and 
then attempt to modulate his expression of attitudes, feel­
ings, and opinions according to the company. 

Thus, as Adam Smith argued in his Theory of the Moral 
Sentiments, the individual must phrase his own concerns 
and feelings and interests in such a way as to make these 
maximally usable by the others as a source of appropriate 
involvement; and this major obligation of the individual 
qua interactant is balanced by his right to expect that 
others present will make some effort to stir up their sym­
pathies and place them at his command. These two tenden­
cies, that of the speaker to scale down his expressions and 
that of the listeners to scale up their interests, each in the 
light of the other's capacities and demands, form the bridge 
that people build to one another, allowing them to meet 
for a moment of talk in a communion of reciprocally sus-
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tained involvement. It is this spark, not the more obvious 
kinds of love, that lights up the world. 

III. THE FORMS OF ALIENATION 

1£ we take conjoint spontaneous involvement in a topic 
of conversation as a point of reference, we shall find that 
alienation from it is common indeed Joint involvement ap­
pears to be a fragile thing, with standard points of weak­
ness and decay, a precarious unsteady state that is likely 
at any time to lead the individual into some form of aliena­
tion. Since we are dealing with obligatory involvement, 
forms of alienation will constitute misbehavior of a kind 
that can be called "misinvolvement." Some of the standard 
forms of alienative misinvolvement may be considered 
now. 

1. External Preoccupation. The individual may neglect 
the prescribed focus of attention and give his main con­
cern to something that is unconnected with what is being 
talked about at the time and even unconnected with the 
other persons present, at least in their capacity as felIow­
participants. The object of the individual's preoccupation 
may be one that he ought to have ceased considering upon 
entering the interaction, or one that is to be appropriately 
considered only later in the encounter or after the en­
counter has terminated. The preoccupation may also take 
the form of furtive by-play between the individual and 
one or two other participants. The individual may even 
be preoccupied with a vague standard of work-activity, 
which he cannot maintain because of his obligation to 
participate in the interaction. 

The offensiveness of the individual's preoccupation 
varies according to the kind of excuse the others feel he 
has for it. At one extreme there is preoccupation that is 
felt to be quite voluntary, the offender giving the impres­
sion that he could easily give his attention to the conver­
sation but is wilfully refusing to do so. At the other ex-
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treme there is "involuntary" preoccupation, a consequence 
of the offender's understandably deep involvement in vital 
matters outside the interaction. 

Individuals who could excusably withdraw involvement 
from a conversation often remain loyal and decline to do 
so. Through this they show a nice respect for fellow­
participants and affirm the moral rules that transform 
socially responsible people into people who are inter­
actively responsible as well. It is of course through such 
rules, and through such reaffirming gestures, that society 
is made safe for the little worlds sustained in face-to-face 
encounters. No culture, in fact, seems to be without exem­
plary tales for illustrating the dignity and weight that 
might be given to these passing realities; everywhere we 
Bnd enshrined a Drake who gallantly flnishes some kind 
of game before going out to battle some kind of Armada, 
and everywhere an outlaw who is engagingly civil to those 
he robs and to those who later hang him for it.2 

2. Self-consciousness. At the cost of his involvement in 
the preScribed focus of attention, the individual may focus 
his attention more than he ought upon himself-himself 
as someone who is faring well or badly, as someone calling 
forth a desirable or undesirable response from others. It is 
possible, of course, for the individual to dwell upon him­
self as a topic of conversation-to be self-centered in this 
way-and yet not to be self-conscious. Self-consciousness 
for the individual does not, it seems, result from his deep 
interest in the topic of conversation, which may happen 
to he himself, but rather from his giving attention to him­
self as an interactant at a time when he ought to be free 
to involve himself in the content of the conversation. 

A general statement about sources of self-consciousness 

2 Yet different strata in the same society can be unequally 
cancemed that members learn to project themselves into en­
counters; the tendency to keep conversations alive and lively 
may be a way in which some strata, not necessarily adjacent, 
are characteristically different from others. 
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ought to be added. During interaction the individual is 
often accorded by others and by impersonal events in the 
situation an image and appraisal of self that is at least 
temporarily acceptable to him. He is then free to turn his 
attention to matters less close to home. When this defini­
tion of self is threatened, the individual typically with­
draws attention from the interaction in a hurried effort 
to correct for the incident that has occurred. If the incident 
threatens to raise his standing in the interaction, his flight 
into self-consciousness may be a way of rejoicing; if the 
incident threatens to lower his standing and damage or 
discredit his self-image in some way, then flight into self­
consciousness may be a way of protecting the self and 
licking its wounds. As a source of self-consciousness, 
threat of loss seems more common and important than 
threat of gain. 

Whatever the cause of self-consciousness, we are all 
familiar with the vacillation of action and the Husterings 
through which self-consciousness is expressed; we are all 
familiar with the phenomenon of embarrassment. 

Self-consciousness can be thought of as a kind of pre­
occupation with matters internal to the interactive social 
system, and as such has received more common-sense con­
sideration than other kinds of internal preoccupation. In 
fact we do not have common-sense words to refer to these 
other kinds of improper involvement. Two forms of these 
I shall refer to as "interaction-consciousness" and "other­
consciousness" to emphasize a similarity to self-conscious­
ness. 

3. Interaction-consciousness. A participant in talk may 
become consciously concerned to an improper degree with 
the way in which the interaction, qua interaction, is pro­
ceeding, instead of becoIning spontaneously involved in 
the official topic of conversation. Since interaction-con­
sciousness is not as famous as self-consciousness, some 
sources of it may be cited by way of illustration. 

A common source of interaction-consciousness is related 
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to the special responsibility that an individual may have 
for the interaction «going well," i.e. calling forth the proper 
kind of involvement from those present. Thus, at a small 
social gathering the hostess may be expected to join in 
with her guests and become spontaneously involved in 
the conversation they are maintaining, and yet at the same 
time if the occasion does not go well she, more than others, 
will be held responsible for the failure. In consequence, 
she sometimes becomes so much concerned with the social 
machinery of the occasion and with how the evening is 
going as a whole that she finds it impossible to give herself 
up to her own party. 

Another common source of interaction-consciousness 
may be mentioned. Once individuals enter a conversation 
they are obliged to continue it until they have the kind of 
basis for withdrawing that will neutralize the potentially . 
offensive implications of taking leave of others. While en­
gaged in the interaction it will be necessary for them to 
have subjects at hand to talk about that fit the occasion 
and yet provide content enough to keep the talk going; in 
other words, safe supplies are needed.s What we call 
"small talk" serves this purpose. When individuals use up 
their small talk, they find themselves officially lodged in a 
state of talk but with nothing to talk about; interaction­
consciousness experienced as a "painful silence" is the 
typical consequence. 

4. Other-consciousness. During interaction, the individ­
ual may become distracted by another participant as an 
object of attention-exactly as in the case of self-conscious­
ness he can become distracted by concern over himself.4 

S The problem of safe supplies is further considered in my 
"Communication Conduct in an Island Community," Unpub­
lished Ph.D. Dissertation, Department of Sociology, University 
of Chicago, 1953, ch. XV. 

4 Other-consciousness is briefly but explicitly considered in 
James Baldwin, Social and Ethical InterpretatiOns in Mental 
Development ( London, 1902) ,  pp. 213-14. 
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If the individual finds that whenever he is in the con­
versational presence of specific others they cause him to be 
overly conscious of them at the expense of the prescribed 
involvement in the topic of conversation, then they may 
acquire the reputation in his eyes of being faulty inter­
actants, especially if he feels he is not alone in the trouble 
he has with them. He is then likely to impute certain 
characteristics to those who are thus perceived, doing so 
in order to explain and account for the distraction they 
cause him. It will be useful to our understanding of in­
teraction to list a few of the attributes imputed in this way. 

By the terms "affectation" and "insincerity" the individ­
ual tends to identify those who seem to feign through ges­
tures what they expect him to accept as an uncontrived 
expressive overflow of their behavior. Affectation, as 
Cooley suggests, ". . . exists when the passion to influence 
others seems to overbalance the established character and 
give it an obvious twist or pose." . . . "Thus there are per­
sons who in the simplest conversation do not seem to for­
get themselves, and enter frankly and disinterestedly into 
the subject, but are felt to be always preoccupied with the 
thought of the impression they are making, imagining 
praise or depreciation, and usually posing a little to avoid 
the one or gain the other."5 Affected individuals seem 
chiefly concerned with controlling the evaluation an ob­
server will make of them, and seem partly taken in by their 
own pose; insincere individuals seem chiefly concerned 
with controlling the impression the observer will form of 
their attitude toward certain things or persons, especially 
toward him, and seem not to be taken in by their own 
pose. It may be added that while those who are felt to be 
self-conscious give the impression of being overly concerned 
with what will happen or has happened to them, those who 
are felt to be insincere or affected give the impression that 

5 Charles H. Cooley, Human Nature and the Social Order 
(Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, 1922) ,  pp. 196, 215. 
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they are overly concerned with what they can achieve in 
what is to follow and are willing to put on an act in order 
to achieve it. When the individual senses that others are 
insincere or affected he tends to feel they have taken un­
fair advantage of their communication position to promote 
their own interests; he feels they have broken the ground 
rules of interaction. His hostility to their unfair play leads 
him to focus his attention upon them and their misde­
meanor at the price of his own involvement in the conver­
sation. 

In considering the attributes imputed to those who cause 
another to be conscious of them, we must give importance 
to the factor of immodesty. On analytical grounds over­
modesty should equally count as a source of other-con­
sciousness, but, empirically, immodesty seems much the 
more important of the two. What the individual takes to 
be immodesty in others may present itself in many forms: 
immodest individuals may seem to praise themselves ver­
bally; they may talk about themselves and their activity in 
a way that assumes greater interest in and familiarity With 
their personal life than the individual actually possesses; 
they may speak more frequently and at greater length 
than the individual feels is fitting; they may take a more 
prominent "ecological" position than he thinks they war­
rant, etc. 

One interesting source of other-consciousness is to be 
found in the phenomenon of "over-involvement." During 
any conversation, standards are established as to how much 
the individual is to allow himself to be carried away by 
the talk, how thoroughly he is to permit himself to be 
caught up in it. He will be obliged to prevent himself 
from becoming so swollen with feelings and a readiness 
to act that he threatens the bounds regarding aHect that 
have been established for him in the interaction. He will 
be obliged to express a margin of disinvolvement, although 
of course this margin will differ in extent according to the 
socially recognized importance of the occasion and his 
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official role in it. When the individual does become over­
involved in the topic of conversation, and gives others the 
impression that he does not have a necessary measure of 
self-control over his feelings and actions, when, in short, 
the interactive world becomes too real for him, then the 
others are likely to be drawn from involvement in the talk 
to an involvement in the talker. What is one man's over­
eagerness will become another's alienation. In any case we 
are to see that over-involvement has the effect of momen­
tarily incapacitating the individual as an interactant; 
others have to adjust to his state whUe he becomes in­
capable of adjusting to theirs. Interestingly enough, when 
the impulse of the over-involved individual has ebbed a 
little, he may come to sense his impropriety and become 
self-conscious, illustrating again the fact that the alienative 
effect the individual has on others is usually one he cannot 
escape having upon himself. Regardless of this, we must 
see that a readiness to become over-involved is a form of 
tyranny practised by children, prima donnas, and lords of 
all kinds, who momentarily put their own feelings above 
the moral rules that ought to have made society safe 
for interaction. 

A final source of other-consciousness may be mentioned. 
If the individual is to become involved in a topic of con­
versation, then, as a listener, he will have to give his aural 
and usually his visual attention to the source of communi­
cation, that is, to the speaker, and especially to the 
speakers voice and face. (This physical requirement is 
underlined by social rules that often define inattention to 
the speaker as an affront to him.) If the speaker's com­
munication apparatus itself conveys additional informa­
tion all during the time that transmission is occurring, 
then the listener is likely to be distracted by competing 
sources of stimuli, becoming over-aware of the speaker at 
the expense of what is being · said. The sources of this dis­
traction are well known: the speaker may be very ugly or 
very beautiful; he may have a speech defect such as a lisp 
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or a stutter; he may have inadequate familiarity with the 
language, .dialect, or jargon that the listeners expect to 
hear; he may have a slight facial peculiarity, such as a 
hare lip, eye twitch, crossed or wall eyes; he may have 
temporary communication difficulties such as a stiff neck, 
a hoarse voice, etc. Apparentely the closer the defect is to 
the communication equipment upon which the listener 
must focus his attention, the smaller the defect need be 
to throw the listener off balance. (It should be added that 
in so far as a speaker is required to direct his attention to 
his listener and yet not be overly conscious of him, defects 
in the appearance of the listener can cause the speaker 
to be uneasy. ) These minor defects in the apparatus of 
communication tend to shut off the afflicted individual 
from the stream of daily contacts, transforming him into 
a faulty interactant, either in his own eyes or in the eyes 
of others. 

In concluding this discussion of sources of alienating 
distraction, I should like to state an obvious caution. 
When the individual senses that others are unsuitably in­
volved, it will always be relative to the standards of his 
group that he will sense the others have behaved improp­
erly. Similarly, an individual who would cause certain 
others to be unduly conscious of him because of his ap­
parent insincerity, affectation, or immodesty would pass 
unnoticed in a subculture where conversational discipline 
was less strict. Hence, when members of different groups 
interact with one another, it is quite likely that at least 
one of the participants will be distracted from spontaneous 
involvement in the topic of conversation because of what 
appears to him to be unsuitable behavior on the part of 
the others.6 It is to these differences in expressive customs 

6 For example, in social intercourse among traditional Shet­
landers, the pronoun "I" tends to be little used; its greater 
use by individuals from the mainland of Great Britain, and 
especially its relatively frequent use by Americans, leads the 
Shetlander to feel that these non-Shetlandic people are immod-
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that we ought to look first in trying to account for the 
improper behavior of those with whom we happen to be 
participating and not try, initially at least, to find some 
source <if blame within the personalities of the offenders. 

IV. ON THE REPERCUSSIVE CHARACTER OF 
INVOLVEMENT OFFENSES 

I have suggested that disenchantment with an interac­
tion may take the form of preoccupation, self-conscious­
ness, other-consciousness, and interaction-consciousness. 
These forms of alienation have been separated for pur­
poses of identification. In actual conversation, when one 
kind occurs the others will not be far behind. 

When the individual senses that he or other partici­
pants are failing to allocate their involvement according 
to standards that he approves, and in consequence that 
they are conveying an improper attitude toward the in­
teraction and the participants, then his sentiments are 
likely to be roused by the impropriety-much as they would 
be were any other obligations of the ceremonial order 
broken. But matters do not stop here. The witnessing of 
an offense against involvement obligations, as against 
other ceremonial obligations, causes the witness to turn 
his attention from the conversation at hand to the offense 
that has occurred during it. If the individual feels respon­
sible for the offense that has occurred, he is likely to be 
led to feel shamefully self-conscious. If others seem re­
sponsible for the offense, then he is likely to be led to feel 
indignantly other-conscious in regard to them. But to be 
self-conscious or other-conscious is in itself an offense 
against involvement obligations. The mere witnessing of 
an involvement offense, let alone its punishment, can cause 
a crime against the interaction, the victim of the first 

est and gross. Shetlandic tact, it might be added, frequently 
prevents non-islanders from learning that their manner causes 
Shetlanders to be uneasy. 
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crime himself being made a criminal. Thus, during spoken 
interaction, when one individual is stricken with uneasi­
ness, others often come down with the disease. 

A note of qualification should be added. The individual 
may become misinvolved and yet neither he nor others 
may become aware that this is the case, let alone become 
improperly involved because of this awareness. He com­
mits a latent offense that only awaits someone's perception 
of it to make it manifest. When others come to see that 
he is misinvolved, and convey the fact of this judgment 
to him, he may become self-consciously Hustered in con­
sequence, as he may also do when he discovers this fact 
for himself. Thus an individual may "come to" from a 
brown study and embarrassingly find himself in the midst 
of an interaction but patently alienated from it. 

V. THE AFFECTATION OF INVOLVEMENT 

When a conversation fails to capture the spontaneous 
involvement of an individual who is obliged to participate 
in it, he is likely to contrive an appearance of being really 
involved. This he must do to save the feelings of the other 
participants and their good opinion of him, regardless of 
his motives for wanting to effect this saving. In doing so 
he has a damping effect upon the repercussive conse­
quences of misinvolvement, ensuring that while he may 
be disaffected his di�affection will not contaminate others. 
At the same time, however, he drives a wedge between 
himself and the world that could become real for him. 
And the gap that is created in this way he fills with that 
special kind of uneasiness that is characteristically found 
during conversation; the kind of uneasiness that occurs 
when involvement obligations can neither be laid aside 
nor spontaneously realized; the kind that occurs when the 
individual is separated from the reality of interaction, yet 
at a time when interaction is all around him. 

As a form of contrivance, affected involvement will be 
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differently judged according to the motive the alienated 
individual has for contriving it. Some shows of involvement 
are felt to be cynical because the individual seems to be 
interested ultimately not in the feelings of the others but 
rather in what can be gained by deluding the others into a 
belief that they have captured his attention. He gives the 
impression that he is occupied with �e talk but proves 
to be really occupied with the task of giving this im­
pression. 

On the other hand, if the alienated individual is genu­
inely concerned with the feelings of the others, as impor­
tant matters in their own right, then any act that protects 
these feelings may be considered a form of tact and ap­
proved on this ground. 

It should be noted that often the show of involvement 
given by the tactful interactant is not as good a show as 
he is capable of giving. Some power that is almost beyond 
him will force him to demonstrate to others and to him­
self that this kind of interaction with these participants is 
not the sort of thing that can capture his attention; some­
one must see that he is perhaps above or beyond it. Here 
we find a form of insubordination carried on by those who 
may not really be in a position to rebel. 

The ways of not quite concealing tactfully concealed 
misinvolvement constitute, then, the symptoms of boredom. 
Some symptoms of boredom suggest that the individual 
will make no eHort to terminate the encounter or his offi­
cial participation in it but that he will no longer give as 
much to it. The initiation of side-involvements, such as 
leafing through a magazine or lighting a cigarette, are in­
stances. Other symptoms of boredom suggest that the in­
dividual is about to terminate official participation and 
function as a tactful warning of this.7 

7 There is in fact a small literature in "applied human rela­
tions" detailing ways in which the supererdinate can imply 
that an interview is over, allowing the actual leave-taking to 
be initiated, in a face-saving way. by the other. 

127 



INTERACTION RITUAL 

To manifest signs of boredom is an inconsiderate thing. 
But in a certain way he who does so assures the others 
that he is not affecting something that is not felt; they at 
least know where they stand with him. To suppress these 
signs completely is suspect, for this prevents others from 
obtaining the benefit of feed-back cues that might tell 
them what the situation really is. Thus, while there is one 
obligation to affect involvement, there is another one in­
ducing the individual not to affect it too well. It is an in­
teresting fact that when the self of the boring individual 
is deeply committed to the proceedings, as it may be, for 
example, during leave-takings and avowals of affection, 
then the bored individual is likely to feel a strong com­
punction to conceal signs of alienation and thoroughly 
affect involvement. It is thus at the most poignant and 
crucial moments of life that the individual is often forced 
to be the most contriving; these, too, will be the times 
when the boring individual will be in greatest need of 
candor from others and least able to bear receiving it. . 

I have suggested that a show of involvement may be 
affected by cynical participants and by tactful ones; the 
same show may also be affected by those who feel self­
consciously embarrassed. They may even add to their pro­
duction by affecting signs of boredom. A condition that 
casts doubt upon the individual himself is thus exchanged, 
he hopes, for one that casts doubt upon the others. There 
is a psychological doctrine that carries this observation 
one step further and argues that when the individual is 
himself convinced that he is bored, he may be trying to 
conceal from himself that he is actually embarrassed.8 

8 For psychoanalytic versions of this theme see Ralph Green­
son ( "On Boredom," Journal of the American Psychoanalytical 
Association, vol. I :  7-21 )  and Otto Fenichel ( "The Psychology 
of Boredom," no. 26 in the Collected Papers of Otto Fenichel, 
First Series [Norton, New York, 1953] ) .  Some interesting obser­
vations on the cult of boredom and the place of this cult in the 
world of an adolescent can be found in J. D. Salinger's novel, 
The Catcher in the Rye ( Little, Brown, Boston, 1951 ) .  
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Conversational encounters in which participants feel 
obliged to maintain spontaneous involvement and yet can­
not manage to do so are ones in which they feel uneasy, 
and ones in which they may well generate uneasiness in 
others. The individual recognizes that certain situations 
will produce this alienation in him and others, and that 
other situations are quite unlikely to do so. He recog­
nizes that certain individuals are faulty interactants be­
cause they are never ready to become spontaneously in­
volved in social encounters and he will have folk-terms 
such as "cold fish," "kill-joy," "drag," "wet blanket" to re­
fer to these refractory participants. Those who fail to sup­
port conversations with their social betters he may call 
gauche; while those who disdain involvement with their 
inferiors he may call snobs; in either case condemning 
these persons for putting rank before interaction. As pre­
viously suggested, the individual will also know some per­
sons who are faulty because their manner and social at­
tributes make it difficult for others to become properly 
involved. It is apparent, too, that in any interaction a role­
function develops which ensures that everyone becomes 
and remains spontaneously involved. This sparking func­
tion may be fulfilled by different participants at different 
times in the interaction. Should one participant fail to help 
keep the interaction going, other participants will have to 
do his share of work. An individual may acquire a reputa­
tion for this kind of labor, creating gratitude or resentment 
as one who is always the life of the encounter. 

VI. GENERALIZING THE FRAMEWORK 

1. The Context of Involvement Obligations. One limita­
tion we have set ourselves is to deal with situations where 
all those present to one another are officially obliged to 
maintain themselves as participants in conversation and to 
maintain spontaneous involvement in the conversation. 
This is a frequent enough condition to serve as a reference 
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point, but there is no need to be ultimately bound by it. 
Involvement obligations are in fact defined in terms of the 
total context in which the individual finds himself. Thus 
there will be some situations where the main involvement 
of those present is sQpposed to be invested in a physical 
task; conversation, if carried on at all, will have to be 
treated as a side-involvemerit to be picked up or dropped, 
depending on the current demands of the task at hand. 
There will be other situations where the role and status 
of a particular participant will be nicely expressed by his 
right to treat a conversation in a cavalier fashion, partici­
pating in it or not, depending on his inclination at the 
moment. A father sometimes has this right regarding the 
mealtime conversation maintained by lesser members of 
the family, while they do not. 

I should like to cite another way in which the individual 
may accept a different allocation of involvement for him­
self from that expected. of others. In the teasing that the 
young receive from the old, or in the interrogations that 
employees receive from employers, loss of composure on 
the subordinate's part may be accepted by the superor­
dinate as an expected and proper part of the involvement 
pattern. At such times the subordinate may feel he would 
like to be spontaneously involved in the talk but is in too 
much of a panic to do so, while the superordinate may 
feel that for him the appropriate focus of attention, and 
one he can sustain with comfort, is not the actual talk but 
the wider situation created by the humorous plight of the 
inferior as he struggles in the conversation.9 In fact, if 

9 The plight of the self-conscious person is in fact so good a 
stimulus for calling forth spontaneous involvement on the part 
of those who witness it, that during conversations where there 
may be difficulty in capturing the involvement of those present, 
individuals may take turns both at committing minor infractions 
against propriety and at becoming embarrassed, thus ensuring 
involvement. Hence the paradox that if all the rules of correct 
social behavior are exactly followed, the interaction may be­
come flaccid, stale, and flat. 
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the subordinate shows composure on these occasions, the 
superior may feel affronted and embarrassed. Similarly 
there will be occasions when we feel an individual ought, 
out of respect for the difficulties he is in, to be preoccupied 
or over-involved. This misinvolvement may somewhat dis­
rupt the interaction, but perfect poise on his part might so 
scandalize those present as to disrupt the interaction even 
more. Thus while it is true that sometimes an individual 
will be thought an interaction hero if he remains involved 
in a conversation under difficult conditions, at other times 
such loyalty will be thought foolhardy. 

Differential obligations regarding the same spoken inter­
action may be seen most clearly in large-scale interactions, 
such as public speeches, where we are likely to find 
specialization and segregation of involvement roles, with a 
division between full participants, who are expected to talk 
or listen, and non-participating specialists, whose job is to 
move unobtrusively about and look after some of the 
mechanics of the occasion. Examples of these non-partici­
pants are domestics, ushers, doormen, stenographers, and 
microphone men. The special alignment these officials have 
to the interaction is their particular right and obligation; 
it is accepted openly by them and for them, and they 
would in fact cause uneasiness were they to become mani­
festly involved in the content of the talk. They show re­
spect for the occasion by treating it as a side-involvement. 

Participants, themselves, in large-scale interaction can 
have a license in regard to involvement that could not be 
afforded them in two- or three-person talk, perhaps be­
cause the more participants there are to sustain the pro­
ceedings, the less dependent the occasion will be on any 
one participant.  In any case, we often find in large-scale 
interaction that it is permissible for a few participants to 
enter for a moment into by-plays and side-discussions, 
providing they modulate their voice and manner to show 
respect for the official proceedings. In fact, a participant 
may even leave the room for a moment and do this in such 
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a way as to convey the impression that his main focus of 
attention is still held by the talk, even though his body is 
not present. On such occasions, main involvement and side­
involvements may become fictions maintained officially in 
form while alternate involvement patterns are actually 
maintained in practice. 

2. Pseudo-conversations. We have so far restricted our 
attention to interactions that have as their constituent 
communicative acts the turns at talking taken by partici­
pants. We can extend our view and consider conversation­
like interactions in which the token exchanged is not 
speeches but stylized gestures, as in the interchange of 
non-verbal greetings,lO or moves of some kind, as in card 
games. These unspoken yet conversation-like interactions 
seem to be similar, structurally, to spoken interaction, ex­
cept that the capacities that must be mobilized in order 
to carry on such interaction seem to have more to do with 
muscular control of limbs than in the case of spoken in­
teraction. 

3. Unfocused Interaction. I have suggested that speech-, 
gesture-, and game-interactions are characterized by a sin-

10 The following is an instance of psychiatrist-patient inter­
action that is verbal on one side only: " . . .  in the course of an 
analysis of a very disturbed schizophrenic with depressive fea­
tures the patient hid herself within her only garment, a blanket, 
so that only the eyebrow showed; nothing daunted I continued 
the conversation from where we left off last time and noted 
changes in that eloquent but only visible member, which 
changes-a frown, scowl, surprise, a Hicker of amusement, a 
softening of the curve-indicated the changes in her mood and 
thought. My surmises proved correct for when next she dis­
played her face and used her voice she corroborated the 
general trend of my guesses as to what had gone on in her 
mind. That session was no verbal interchange-it might even 
be called an eyebrow analysis-but there was an endeavour to 
verbalize, to conceptualize and make concrete 'in the here 
and now' what was occurring concurrently in her mind." ( John 
Richman, "The Role and Future of Psychotherapy with 
Psychiatry," Journal of Mental Science, 96 [1g50], 18g) 
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gle official focus of cognitive and visual attention that all 
£ull-Hedged participants help to sustain. (The focus of 
visual attention may move, of course, from one participant 
to another as one speaker gives up his speaking-role and 
returns to the role of listener. ) With this focused kind of 
interaction we must contrast the unfocused kind, where 
individuals in one another's visual and aural range go on 
about their respective business unconnected by a shared 
focus of attention. Street behavior and conduct at a large 
social party are instances. 

When we examine nnfocused interactions we find that 
involvement obligations are defined not in relation to a 
conjoint focus of cognitive and visual attention but in 
relation to a role that can be suggested by the phrase 
"decorous individual noninterferingly going about his 
proper business." Once we shift to this point of reference, 
however, we find that all the kinds of misinvolvement that 
occur during focused interaction also occur during nnfo­
cused interaction, though sometimes under a different 
name. Just as an adolescent may become self-consciously 
uneasy when talking to his teacher, so, in walking into a 
£ull classroom, he may feel that he is being critically ob­
served and that his way of walking, which he feels is stiff 
and wooden, reveals his social anxiety. Just as we can have 
preoccupied persons in conversational interaction, so in un­
focused interaction we can have "absent-minded" partici­
pants, who by their posture, facial expression, and physical 
movements suggest that they are momentarily "away," 
that they have momentarily let fall the expressive costume 
that individuals are expected to wear whenever they are 
in the immediate presence of others. And, of course, bore­
dom, too, can occur during unfocused interaction, as we 
may observe in almost any queue of individuals waiting to 
buy a ticket. And just as agencies such as alcohol and 
marijuana may be employed to transform a conversation 
into something that is not embarrassing or boring, so these 
may function to put individuals at ease in the wider scene 
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provided by unfocused interaction. Just as a witticism may 
do honor to the conversational moment, so the wearing of 
new or special clothing, the serving of rare or costly food, 
and the use of perishable Howers can draw attention to 
the unique value of a wider social occasion. Clearly, then, 
there are ways in which the perspective employed in this 
paper can be used for studying unfocused interaction. 

We must not, however, expect the similarity between 
the two kinds of interaction to be complete. For example, 
it appears that individuals are more frequently unself­
conscious in their capacity as participants in unfocused in­
teraction than they are as participants in focused interac­
tion, especially focused interaction of the spoken kind. In 
fact, in spoken interaction, spontaneous "normal" involve­
ment seems to be the exception and alienation of some 
kind the statistical rule. That is understandable. On the one 
hand, participants are required to be spontaneously carried 
away by the topic of conversation; on the other hand, they 
are obliged to control themselves so that they will always 
be ready to stay within the role of communicator and stay 
alive to the touchy issues that might cause the others to 
become ill at ease. On the one hand they are obliged to 
adhere to all applicable rules of conduct, and on the other 
they are obliged to take enough liberties to ensure a mini­
mum level of involving excitement. These obligations seem 
to be in opposition to each other, requiring a balance of 
conduct that is so delicate and precarious that alienation 
and uneasiness for someone in the interaction are the typi­
cal result. Unfocused interaction does not seem to require 
the same delicacy of adjustment. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

Many social encounters of the conversational type seem 
to share a fundamental requirement: the spontaneous in­
volvement of the participants in an official focus of atten­
tion must be called forth and sustained. When this 
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requirement exists and is fulfilled, the interaction "comes 
off" or is euphoric as an interaction. When the encounter 
fails to capture the attention of the participants, but does 
not release them from the obligation of involving them­
selves in it, then persons present are likely to feel uneasy; 
for them the interaction fails to come off. A person who 
chronically makes himself or others uneasy in conversation 
and perpetually kills encounters is a faulty interactant; he 
is likely to have such a baleful effect upon the social life 
around him that he may just as well be called a faulty 
person. 

Of any individual, then, it will be significant to know 
whether his status and manner tend to hinder the mainte­
nance of spontaneous involvement in the interaction, or to 
help it along. It should be noted that this information per­
tains to the individual in his capacity as interactant, and 
that, regardless of the other capacities in which he may be 
active at the time, the role of interactant is something he 
will be obliged to maintain. . 

Social encounters differ a great deal in the importance 
that participants give to them but, whether crucial or 
picayune, all encounters represent occasions when the in­
dividual can become spontaneously involved in the pro­
ceedings and derive from this a firm sense of reality. And 
this kind of feeling is not a trivial thing, regardless of the 
package in which it comes. When an incident occurs and 
spontaneous involvement is threatened, then reality is 
threatened. Unless the disturbance is checked, unless the 
interactants regain their proper involvement, the illusion 
of reality will be shattered, the minute social system that 
is brought into being with each encounter will be disor­
ganized, and the participants will feel unruled, unreal, and 
anomic. 

Aside from the sense of reality it offers, a particular en 
counter may be of little consequence, yet we must see that 
the rules of conduct that oblige individuals to be able and 
ready to give themselves up to such moments are of tran-
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scendent importance. Men who are held by these rules are 
held ready for spoken interaction, and spoken interaction 
between many kinds of people on many kinds of occasion 
is necessary if society's work is to be done. 

The sense of reality that has been discussed in this pa­
per takes its form in opposition to modes of alienation, to 
states like preoccupation, self-consciousness, and boredom. 
In turn, these modes of disengagement are to be under­
stood by reference to the central issue of spontaneous in­
volvement. When we have seen the way in which a spoken 
encounter can succeed or fail in bringing its participants to 
it, and have seen that unfocused interaction can be looked 
at in the same way, we have a lead to follow in the under­
standing of other kinds of commitments-the individual's 
occupational career, his political involvements, his family 
membership-for there will be a sense in which these 
wider matters consist in recurrent occasions of focused and 
unfocused interaction. By looking at the ways in which the 
individual can be thrown out of step with the sociable mo­
ment, perhaps we can learn something about the way in 
which he can become alienated from things that take much 
more of his time. 



MENTAL SYMPTOMS 

AND PUBLIC ORDER* 

Persons who come to the attention of a psychiatrist typi­
cally come to the attention of their lay associates first. 
What psychiatrists see as mental illness, the lay public 
usually first sees as offensive behavior-behavior worthy of 
scorn, hostility and other negative social sanctions. The 
objective of psychiatry all along has been to interpose a 
technical perspective: understanding and treatment is to 
replace retribution; a concern for the interests of the of­
fender is to replace a concern for the social circle he has 
offended. I refrain from enlarging here on how unfortunate 
it has been for many offenders to have been granted this 
medical good fortune. 

Freudian psychiatry introduced an important twist in 
this medical line. In little classics of analysis, Freudians 
have shown that particular delicts, now called symptoms, 
can be interpreted or read as part of the offender's system 
of communication and defense, in particular a reversion to 
infantile modes of conduct. The final triumph of this psy­
chological, technical perspective is the implication that so­
cially improper behavior can be psychologically normal 
(as when a man shows strength enough to terminate an 
unhealthy marital relationship) ,  and a socially proper be­
havior can be truly sick (as illustrated by the obsessive 
concerns and sexual withdrawal of some research chem-

\> Reprinted with permission from Disorders of Communica­
tion, Research Publications, A.R.N.M.D., vol. XLII : 262-69. 
Copyright © 1964 by the Association for Research in Nervous 
and Mental Disease. 
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ists ) .  In brief, for the psychiatrist, a flagrant presenting 
symptom is merely a license to start digging. 

One effect of this enlightened approach that the sociolo­
gist might bewail has been that interest in the impropri­
eties themselves, paradoxically, has been blunted. I After 
all, a symptom is only a symptom, even if it does mark 
the place where you start digging. H, through whatever 
excising, you manage to lop off one symptom, ana do noth­
ing about the dynamics, another symptom is likely to pop 
up; it can have a quite different face and yet wear the 
same leer. ) 

In moving so quickly from the social delict to the mental 
symptom, psychiatrists have tended to fail to be much 
better than laymen in their assessment of the impropriety 
of a given act-defensible in the case of extremely deviant 
acts but not in the case of the many milder misbehaviors. 
This is inescapable, since we just do not have a technical 
mapping of the various approved behavior patterns in our 
society, and what little information we have is not im­
parted in medical school training. Psychiatrists have failed 
to provide us with a systematic framework for identifying 
and describing the type of delict represented by psychotic 
behavior. At present there is a rather special and harden­
ing language in psychiatry, involving terms such as "flat­
tened affect," "posturing," "manneristic movement," "out 
of contact," and others, which solves the problem of having 
to write up clinical notes in a hurry but which provides 
the practitioner with a handful of thumbs. The moralistic 
language in the social sciences built around the incredible 
notion that persons should be in good, clear, direct or open 
communication with one another is, if anything, worse-as 
if communication were a pill one ought to swallow because 
it was good for the tummy. 

A second effect of the enlightened psychiatric approach 
which the sociologist might bewail is that a very special 
and limited version of communication has resulted from it. 
Psychiatrists, because of their leaning toward an office 
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practice and a preoccupation ( at least until recently) with 
neurotics as opposed to psychotics, have tended to meet 
with their patients in two-person rooms. Even worse, they 
huve tended to labor under the telephone-booth bias that 
what the patient was engaged in was somehow a type of 
talking, of information imparting, the problem being that 
the lple was busy, the connection defective, the party at 
the other end shy, cagey, afraid to talk or insistent that a 
code be used. Strong patience and a good ear were ap­
parently required in the business. Hypnosis and the "truth" 
drugs were also useful in clearing the lines. Lately, with 
the introduction of cortically embedded electrodes, we 
have progressed, along with Bell Telephone, to a type of 
direct dialing. Few professions, may I add, have so well 
been able to institutionalize, to sell on the social market, 
their own fantasies of what they were engaged in doing. 

In any case, there has been a general blindness to the 
following fact: very often the misconduct of the patient 
is a public fact, in that anyone in the same room with 
him would feel he was behaving improperly, and, if not 
quite anyone, then at least anyone in the same conversa­
tion. True, the patient may misconduct himself merely be­
cause persons present are taken as substitutes for the really 
significant figures. But whatever the deeper target of the 
misconduct, and however successful the psychiatrist :s in 
making sure that he and his patient are alone in the office, 
the misconduct is a public thing, potentially accessible and 
potentially a concern to any and all who might happen to 
enter the presence of the patient. And when we move 
from the psychiatrist's professional precincts, this fact be­
comes more obvious. Psychosis is something that can mani­
fest itself to anyone in the patient's work place, in his 
neighborhood, in his household, and must be seen, initially 
at least, as an infraction of the social order that obtains 
in these places. The other side of the study of symptoms 
is the study of public order, the study of behavior in public 
and semipublic places. If you would learn about one side 
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WHERE THE ACTION IS 

to "make something" of the slightest affront, or to see 
everywhere something that can be bet on. Similarly, an 
individual may acquire the reputation for always being 
available to others for a particular type of interpersonal 
action, ready at all times to provide a definitive test of 
anyone seeking definition. The Western "gunfighter" is 
often portrayed as the archetypical example. Well-known 
pool players · find themselves cast in this role. Bet-a­
Million Gates apparently attracted bettors in the same 
way.141 Today the police, being committed (as already 
suggested) to obtaining immediate deference from all 
civilians they contact, and to enforce this demand with an 
immediate willingness to invoke physical sanctions, some­
times find themselves forced into the tester's role. Male 
movie stars who are type-cast into tough hero roles may 
be utilized as testers by those who chance to meet them in 
public places. Highly regarded jazz musicians who allow 
the practice of "cutting," provide another example, at least 
for those who write about them. 

Whether an individual constantly seeks out character 
contests or is constantly sought out for them, we can an­
ticipate that he won't last long; anyone so inclined will 
eventually be removed from competition by the work­
ings of probability. So long as each play involves an ap­
preciable gamble, the persistent chance-taker ought not 
to plan on a long future. The action role is itself long­
lived, but its performers can last only briefly, except on 
television. 

Just as there is specialization of persons, so there is 
specialization of signs. Particular affronts can be defined 
as those an honorable individual ought not to tolerate. 
There are critical points understood by all those involved 
as the ones past which things will have gone too far; once 
they are reached, the offended person must disallow ex­
cuses, feel things seriously, and take steps to re-establish 

141 See Lucius Beebe, The Big Spenders ( New York, Double­
day, 1966), p. 85. 
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the normative order if he is to preserve his honor. Among 
the many words an honorable cowboy can hear, he must, 
however peaceful his intent, recognize the few that every­
one knows are "fighting" ones. Once such specialized func­
tion is given to acts, they can be employed by aggressors 
as an unavoidable call to action. Performed in a measured 
and pointed way, these acts test the recipient's honor, 
that is, his readiness regardless of price to uphold the 
codes by which he lives. The actual offense is understood 
by all parties to be incidental, a mere convenience; the 
chief significance of the act is to serve as a frontal test of 
the individual's tacit claim to honor.142 Thus a convention­
alized statement, "You lie in your throat," was the tradi­
tional mentita-the act by which an offended party forced 
the offender to challenge the speaker to a duel,143 Spitting 
in the other's face is a less gentlemanly and more com­
mon example. In current American race relations, the 
white person's use of the word "nigger" is equally provoca­
tive. Other acts serve as tests in more circumscribed 
groups. A teacher in an urban slum school who affirms 
the school rule against lateness exposes himself to a pupil's 
strolling in late and coolly looking him in the eye to un­
derline the challenge.144 These testing acts are favorite 
moves in contest contests. 

Just as a test can be fashioned out of an offensive act 
performed by one individual against another, so it can be 
generated by demanding under threat that an individual 

142 These acts of insolence and pOinted insubordination are 
to be contrasted to bodily acts of deference, acts which are 
specialized too, but which serve to attest to the actor's current 
Willingness to accept the status quo. 

143 Bryson, op. cit., ch. IV. As suggested, the offended party 
could not challenge the offender because this would give the 
offender the choice of weapons. Offenders were thus taCitly 
assumed to be honorable enough to allow themselves to be 
maneuvered into the challenger role. 

144 An incident of this kind is described in Werthman, op. 
Cit., pp. 68-69. 
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act in a way he thinks improper. To establish an individual 
in a subordinate status, an aggressor may coerce him into 
openly performing an undignified obeisance or service on 
the assumption that once he allows himseH to give-in he 
can (and he knows he can) be relied upon henceforth 
to accede to any demand made of him.145 As with the 
jockey, "nerve" is then thought to be lost, but this time in 
regard to interpersonal activity and its ceremonial order. 
And, of course, as long as both parties share these beliefs, 
the social game will be played accordingly. 

In considering action I said that, although there is a 
relation between action and character, some forms of 
character arise in opposition to the spirit of action. The 
same qualification must be made in regard to interper­
sonal action and character contests. There are situations 
in which approval is given to an individual's refusal to be 
drawn into a fray of honor, and "immaturity" is imputed 
to challengers. It is always possible for the individual to 
decline to accept the whole ritual frame of reference and, 
moreover, put a bold face on it, especially when his peers 
support this style of response: 

But it must be emphasized that, despite prevalent 
stereotypes, juvenile gangs are not all conflict ori­
ented, and value systems may vary among them as 
among other human groupings. A "retreatest" gang, 
which built its value system around the effect of 
dope, provides a dramatic contrast. 

Although criticized and ridiculed repeatedly by 
other gangs for their cowardice and lack of manhood, 
the retreatests seldom responded to taunts, and always 
retreated from combat. They did not worry about their 
reputations as lighters-they had none-and did not 
think them important-in fact, they thought the con­
:Hict oriented gangs to be "square." Directly chal-

145 See the treatment of "obedience tests" in Goffman, 
Asylums, op. cit., pp. 17-18 . 
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lenged to join other white gangs in repelling Negro 
"wade-in" demonstrators on a beach in Chicago, they 
got "high" on pills and unconcernedly played cards 
during the entire incident.146 

146 Short and Strodtbeck, "Why Gangs Fight," op. cit., pp. 
27-28. See also their, "The Response of Gang Leaders to 
Status Threats," American Journal Of Sociology, LXVIII ( 1963 ),  
576-77. A literary example is prOVided in Louis Auchincloss's 
novel, Sybil ( New York, Signet Books, 1953 ), pp. 122-23. A 
man ( Philip) at his club with his mistress draws an acquaint­
ance ( Nicholas Cummings) aside and asks if he would like to 
meet her. Nicholas declines, and the following dialogue occurs: 

"You'd better watch your step, Cummings," he said omi­
nously. "You're talking about the young lady whom I intend 
to marry." 

But Nicholas simply continued to fix him with his chilly stare. 
"It's hard for people to know that, isn't it," he inquired, 

"when you're still married to my cousin?" 
There was a weighty pause. 
"Well, anyway," Philip said heavily, not knowing what honor 

might require in so awkward a situation, "you'd better cut 
those cracks about Julia. Unless you want your block knocked 
off." 

Nicholas, however, was remorseless. 
"Do you regard the term 'mistress' as a 'crack'?" he de­

manded. "I'm sorry. I had thought it accurate. You're not go­
ing to deny that she is your mistress, are you? Because I should 
tell you that as your wife's lawyer, although in no way at her 
instigation, I have made it my business to find out exactly 
what your relationship with Miss Anderson is. The word 'mis­
tress' appears to cover it exactly. Can you suggest a better? At 
any rate I must insist on my right so to describe her when­
ever I have occasion to discuss your affairs with those who may 
be concerned. If you object, you are at liberty to seek redress, 
either legally in a slander suit or illegally, as you threaten, 
in an assault upon my person." 

Philip's breath was now coming in pants. There was no rule 
for handling a person who so boldly defied the most elementary 
precepts of good fellowship. 

"Would you like to step outside," he demanded, "and settle 
this thing like a gentleman?" 

"I most certainly would not," Nicholas replied. "I have not 
come to my club to give you an opportunity to start a brawl 
in the street." 
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Something similar occurs in middle-class bars, where an 
offended person may feel it beneath him to "seek satis­
faction," at least with the particular opponent of the 
moment-thus democratizing the chivalric notion that only 
one's social equals are worth challenging. The victim will 
be content to lecture his adversary briefly on how "sick" 
he must be. In social worlds where honor is highly valued, 
and men must be prepared to put up their lives to save 
their faces, fashions of morality may quickly change, and 
the act of proving such attributes as one's "masculinity" 
may decline in significance.l47 There has even developed 

Philip stood there for a moment more, looking at him un­
certainly. 

"Oh, go to hell," he retorted. "God damn lawyers," he an­
swered as he moved away. "Shysters. All of them." 

147 Brown, op. cit., pp. 211, 253-56, 261, provides a nice 
description of , ways in which Harlem youth in the 1930S and 
, 40S were taught the necessity to defend their money and their 
women with lethal fighting, and how, in the '50S in conjunction 
with the rising significance of drugs, the coercive power of the 
code declined markedly. This is but a small version of larger 
histories. The duel of honor, for example, while very popular 
in France, very rarely occurred in the Northern States, being 
muchly disapproved by the citizenry. In England, in 1844, the 
article of the Mutiny Act which obliged officers to uphold their 
honor by dueling was repeaJed and replaced by ones that for­
bade it. The third of the new articles nicely outlines the modern 
anti-umbrage perspective : 

"Approbation is expressed of the conduct of those who, hav­
ing had the misfortune to give offense to, or injure or insult 
others, shall frankly explain, apologize, or offer redress for 
the same, or who, having received offense, shall cordially 
accept frank explanations or apologies for the same; or, if such 
apologies are refused to be made or accepted, shall submit the 
matter to the commanding officer; and, lastly, all officers and 
soldiers are acquitted of disgrace or disadvantage who, being 
willing to make or accept such redress, refuse to accept chal­
lenges, as they will only have acted as is suitable to the char­
acter of honourable men, and have done their duty as good 
soldiers who subject themselves to discipline" ( Cited in Bal­
dick, op. cit., p. 114 ) .  Baldick comments thusly: 

"With surprising suddenness, these articles, which were ree-
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the literary ideal of the "anti-hero" who confidently de­
clines all opportunity to display costly virtues, shows sub­
terranean pride in fleeing from his moral obligations, and 
takes no chances. Of course, when an individual declines 
a challenge with coolness or fails to become incensed at 
an offense he is demonstrating self-command under diffi­
cult circumstances, and therefore establishes character of 
a kind, although not the heroic kind. 

In sum, although character contests that can be fought 
without relevance to physical force are not uncommon, 
the classic punch-out and slap-leather varieties belong 
mainly to cinematic places. None the less, the logic of 
fights and duels is an important feature of our daily so­
cial life. The possibility, however slight, that matters might 
degenerate in that direction provides mutually present 
persons with a background reason to hedge expressions 
of hostility; they have here a constant guide to what is 
not going to be allowed to happen. (In fact, joking ref­
erence to "stepping outside" can be used as a strategic 
move to cut back into unseriousness a threatening d,�­
velopment in social discourse. )  Through a multitude of 
joint accommodations, the voice of our reason prevails at 
the cost of hardly any dishonor. 

X. CONCLUSIONS 

The traditional sociological view of man is optimistic. 
Once you get the beast to desire socially delineated goals 
under the auspices of "self-interest," you need only con­
vince him to regulate his pursuits in accordance with an 

ognized as constituting a British 'Code of Honour,' combined 
with the obvious determination of judges and juries te convict 
duellists of murder, the sarcasm af the Press, and the sheer 
pressure of public opinion, succeeded in suppressing duelling 
in Britain . . . the duel as a thriving, honoured and respected 
institution to all intents and purposes ceased to exist in Britain 
in the middle of the nineteenth century" (ibid). 
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elaborate array of ground rules. (Important among these 
rules, I want to add, are "situational proprieties," that is, 
standards of conduct through whose maintenance he ex­
hibits regard for the current situation. ) Accordingly, the 
main trouble the individual can cause is to fail to acquire 
appropriate wants, or wilfully to fail to abide by the rules 
in going about satisfying such wants as he has acquired. 
But obviously other difficulties must be considered. This 
essay has dealt with one of them. 

Whether an individual is concerned with achieving a 
personal goal or sustaining a regulative norm , he must be 
in physical command of himself to do so. And there are 
times when his aliveness to the contingencies in the situa­
tion disrupt his dealings with the matters at hand : his 
capacity to perform ordinary mental and physical tasks is 
unsettled, and his customary adherence to standard moral 
principles undermined. The very intelligence that allows 
him to exert foreSight and calculation in the pursuit of his 
ends, the very qualities that make him something more 
complex than a simple machine, assure that at times what 
he intelligently brings to mind will disrupt his capacity 
to perform and disarray his usual morality. 

The ability to maintain self-command under trying cir­
cumstances is important, as is therefore the coolness and 
moral resoluteness needed if this is to be done. If society is 
to make use of the individual, he must be intelligent 
enough to appreciate the serious chances he is taking and 
yet not become disorganized or demoralized by this appre­
ciation. Only then will he bring to moments of society's 
activity the stability and continuity they require if social 
organization is to be maintained. Society supports this 
capacity by moral payments, imputing strong character to 
those who show self-command and weak character to those 
who are easily diverted or overwhelmed. Hence we can 
understand the paradox that when an immoral deed is 
accomplished by a well-executed plan that excludes im­
pulsive temptation, the culprit may be half-admired; be 
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can be thought a very bad character even while it is 
appreciated that he is not a weak one.148 

A central opportunity to show strong character is found 
in fateful situations, and such situations necessarily jeop­
ardize the risk-taker and his resources. (An aheady­
decided fate that is now being settled is useful too, but 
still more costly. ) The actor is therefore likely to avoid 
this chance-taking and squirm out of occasions he has 
not avoided. In our society, after all, moments are to be 
lived through, not lived. Further, fateful activity is often 
itself disruptive of social routines and cannot be tolerated 
by organizations in large amounts. (Thus, in Europe, 
duelling throve under monarchies, but monarchs and their 
leading generals led in trying to curb the institution, 
partly because of the duelling toll on key personnel. ) In 
domestic and occupational life, most of these hazards seem 
to have been safely eliminated. 

However, there is some ambivalence about safe and 
momentless living. Some aspects of character can be easily 
affirmed, but other aspects can be neither expressed nor 
earned safely. Careful, prudent persons must therefore 
forego the opportunity to demonstrate certain prized at­
tributes; after all, devices that render the individual's 
moments free from fatefulness also render them free from 
new information concerning him-free, in short, from sig­
nificant expression. As a result, the prudent lose connec­
tion with some of the values of society, some of the very 
values that portray the person as he should be. 

So some practical gambles may be sought out, or, if not 
sought out, at least made into something when they occur 
in the ordinary course of affairs. And enterprises are un­
dertaken that are perceived to be outside the normal 
round, avoidable if one chose, and full of dramatic risk and 

148 A good recent example is provided by the heroes of timing 
who brought off the Great Train Robbery in England. On the 
regard herd for them, see J. Gosling and D. Craig, The Great 
Train Robbery (Indianapolis, Bobbs-Merrill, 1965) ,  pp. 173-75. 
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opportunity. This is action. The greater the fatefulness, 
the more serious the action. 

Fatefulness brings the individual into a very special re­
lationship to time, and serious action brings him there 
voluntarily. He must arrange to be in a position to let 
go, and then do so. The circumstances into which he 
thus thrusts himself must involve matters that are prob­
lematic and consequential. And-in the purest case-his 
dealings with these circumstances must be resolved or paid 
off during the current span of what is for him a subjec­
tively continuous experience.149 He must expose himself 
to time, to seconds and minutes ticking off outside his 
control; he must give himself up to the certain rapid 
resolution of an uncertain outcome. And he must give 
himself up to fate in this way when he could avoid it at 
reasonable cost. He must have "gamble." 

Serious action is a serious ride, and rides of this kind 
are all but arranged out of everyday life. As suggested, 
every individual engages in consequential acts, but most 
of these are not problematic, and when they are (as 
when career decisions are made that affect one's life ) the 
determination and settlement of these bets will often come 
after decades, and by then will be obscured by payoffs 
from many of his other gambles. Action, on the other 
hand, brings chance-taking and resolution into the same 
heated moment of experience; the events of action inun-

149 Persons differ according to how long they hold their breath 
for a continuous experience. Zealots and true believers seem to 
be inclined to stretch things out a bit, sustaining a span of ex­
perience and enthusiasm where others would exhale and mark 
life off into different plays. Of course poets and the religiOUS 
are wont to argue that if the individual compares the very con­
siderable time he is slated to spend dead with the relatively 
brief time allowed him to strut and fret in this world, he might 
well find reason for viewing all of his life as a very fateful play 
of very short span, every second of which should fill him with 
anxiety about what is being used up. And in truth, our rather 
brief time is ticking away, but we seem only to hold our breath 
for seconds and minutes of it. 
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date the momentary now with their implications for the 
life that follows. 

Serious action is a means of obtaining some of the 
moral benefits of heroic conduct without taking quite all 
of the chance of loss that opportunity for heroism would 
ordinarily involve. But serious action itself involves an 
appreciable price. This the individual can minimize by 
engaging in commercialized action, wherein the appear­
ance of· fatefulness is generated in a controlled fashion 
in an area of life calculated to insulate its consequences 
from the rest of living. The cost of this action may be orily 
a small fee and the necessity of leaving one's chair, or 
one's room, or one's house. 

It is here that society provides still another solution 
for those who would keep their character up but their 
costs down: the manufacture and distribution of vicarious 
experience through the mass media. 

When we examine the content of commercialized vicar­
ious experience we find a startling uniformity. Practical 
gambles, character contests and serious action are de­
picted. These may entail make-belief, biography, or a view 
of someone else's currently ongoing fateful activity. But 
always the same dead catalogue of lively displays seems 
to be presented.15o Everywhere opportunity is provided 
us to identify with real or fictive persons engaging in 
fatefulness of various kinds, and to participate vicariously 
in these situations. 

Why is fatefulness in all its varieties so popular as an 

150 James Bond is given a fateful undertaking. He checks with 
his seniors at an excfusive club whose services he handles very 
Hnnly. James Bond takes a room at a plush hotel at a plush re­
sort in a plush part of the world. James Bond makes the ac­
quaintance of an unattainable girl and then rapidly makes the 
girl, after which he shows how coolly he can rise above her 
bedside murder. James Bond contests an oppenent with cars, 
cards, 'copters, pistols, swards, spear guns, ingenuity, discrimi­
nation of wines, judo, and verbal wit. James Bend snubs the 
man about to apply a hot iron. Etc. 
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ingredient of living once-removed? As suggested, it pro­
vides excitement without cost, if the consumer can identify 
with the protagonist.151 This process of identification seems 
facilitated by two factors. First, fateful acts, by definition, 
involve the actor in use of facilities whose full and effec­
tive agent is the actor himself. The single individual is 
decision maker and executor, the relevant unit of or­
ganization. Presumably an individual, real or fictional, is 
easier to identify with, at least in bourgeois culture, than 
is a group, a city, a social movement, or a tractor fac­
tory. Second, fatefulness involves a play of events that can 
be initiated and realized in a space and time small enough 
to be fully witnessed. Unlike such phenomena as the rise 
of capitalism or World War II, fatefulness is something 
that can be watched and portrayed in toto, from beginning 
to end at one sitting; unlike these other events, it is in­
herently suited to watching and to portraiture. 

Consider the following story told by a Negro journalist, 
driving across the country in order to write a story about 
what such a trip would be like for a person like him: 

I didn't linger long in Indianapolis, nor in Chicago, 
which was now held fast in the grip of a bitter lake-

151 There are of course great differences through time and 
across cultures regarding what persons will allow themselves to 
enjoy vicariously. I don't think execution watching is now con­
sidered much of a privilege, but there is no doubt that it was 
once a neater example flf thrills through vicarious participation. 
Thus in eighteenth-century England: 

"The curiosity of men about death led intellectuals and . 
people of fashion to be fascinated by the scaffold. Pepys was a 
frequent spectator and Boswell, Johnsen's biographer, is said 
to have used his great gift for making friends with the famous 
to the Keeper of Newgate for no other purpose than to get 
good seats at hangings. On one occasion when he was able to 
ride to Tyburn with the condemned man he considered him­
self as fartunate as a modem sports fan with a couple of tickets 
for a world heavyweight fight. His pleasure was shared by Sir 
Joshua Reynolds riding in the coach beside him" (Atholl, op. 
cit., p. 53 ). 
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side winter. Then I was cutting across Ohio, driving 
dully, the seat belt tight against my waist. In mid­
afternoon I saw a patrol car coming up behind me. 
I checked my speedometer and it read seventy, the 
limit. I held steady at this speed, expecting the 
trooper to pass me, but when I glanced around I 
found him keeping pace with me. Then he signaled 
me to pull over. 

After Kentucky, I had been followed by police or 
troopers in Georgia, Tennessee, Mississippi; I had 
been pulled over in Illinois and California. Followed, 
pulled over and made to know that I was a lone black 
man in a big car, and vulnerable as hell. I had had 
enough. I snatched off the seat belt and rolled down 
the window. It didn't give me room enough, so I 
practically kicked the door open. 

"What's the matter?" I shouted at the trooper. He 
didn't answer as he walked to the car. And then I 
decided to commit it all-my body, too, if he wanted 
it-for I would not take any more harassment. 

"Let's see your license." 
"I asked you what the trouble was." That was not 

what he wanted. The ritual said that I should hand 
my license over to him without a word. 

"I want to see your license." 
I gave it to him, smelling the odor of a man about 

to exercise the insolence of office. It was the old game: 
"You black, me white, and I'm cop besides." 

He fingered the license and then, leaning casually 
in the window, said, "John, what's your occupation?" 

I laughed. What does occupation have to do with an 
alleged traffic violation? Was the nature of my work 
supposed to tell him that I had money enough to pay 
him off? Was it to let him know that I was the "right 
kind" of Negro, one with political connections that 
could make it hot for him? Was I supposed to be job­
less and transporting drugs, a corpse, or young girls 
across the state line? Police and troopers of America, 
comes a slow day, you can always find a Negro or two 

264 



WHERE THE ACTION IS 

wandering through your state. Brighten up that day 
by making like exactly what you are. 

"My name," I shouted, "is Mr. Williams." I'm sure 
that cops and troopers use the familiar address with 
many· people who are white, but this one I smelled 
out. "John" was synonymous with "boy." He snatched 
his arm from the window. I Hung my authorization 
for the trip at him. I watched him as he read it, and 
thought, not only am I not the "right kind" of Negro, 
not only will I not pay you off, but I am about five 
seconds away from total commitment-which means 
five seconds from beating your head. 

He glanced over the top of the sheet. "Mr. Wil­
liams, you were doing eighty coming down the road. 
When I caught up with you, you were doing eighty­
two." 

"You're a liar. I was doing seventy. Eighty? Take 
me in and prove it." 

"Mr. Williams-" 
"Tired of taking all this crap from you guys." 
"Mr. Williams-" 
"You're going to run this nonsense and yourselves 

right into the ground." 
Cars were slowing as they passed us. The trooper's 

face took on an anxious look. Yes, I was rambling in 
my anger, but I was ready to go. What is more, for 
the insults I delivered, he would have taken me in 
had he been right. Instead, he returned to his car and 
I drove on-at seventy miles an hour.152 

Mr. Williams really has this experience and then makes 
himself and it available in a popular magazine. A dramatic 
reporting nicely covers the relevant events, as would a 
cinematic or stag� version. We readers become vicariously 
involved, safely removed from what we live by. What is 
for him a character contest, a moment of truth, is for us 
a means to massage our morality. 

152 J. Williams, "This Is My Country Too," Part II, Holiday, 
September 1964, p. 80. 
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Whatever the reasons why we consume vicarious fate­
fulness, the social function of doing so is clear. Honorable 
men in their scenes of fatefulness are made safely available 
to all of us to identify with whenever we turn from our 
real worlds. Through this identmcation the code of con­
duct affirmed in fateful activities-a code too costly or too 
difficult to maintain in full in daily life-can be clarmed 
and reasserted. A frame of reference is secured for judging 
daily acts, without having to pay its penalties. 

The same figure-for-identification very often engages in 
all three kinds of fateful activity: dangerous tasks, charac­
ter contests, and serious action. Therefore we can easily 
come to believe in an intrinsic connection among them, 
such that he whom character leads to one type of fateful 
activity will be the sort of person in the sort of life who 
finds it necessary and desirable to engage in the other 
two as well. It is easy to fail to see that the natural affinity 
of the hero for all types of fatefulness probably does not 
belong to him but to those of us who vicariously participate 
in his destiny. We shape and stuff these romantic figures 
to satisfy our need, and our need is for economy-a need 
to come into vicarious contact with as many bases of 
character as possible for the same admission price. A living 
individual misguided enough to seek out all types of fate­
fulness is merely adding flesh and blood to what originated 
as consumer packaging. 

This suggests that rules of social organization can be 
given support by and give support to our vicarious world 
of exemplary fatefulness. The hero of character is not 
likely therefore to be the man on the street: 

Consider the strain on our moral vocabulary if it 
were asked to produce heroic myths of accountants, 
computer programmers, and personnel executives. We 
prefer cowboys, detectives, bull fighters, and sports­
car racers, because these types embody the virtues 
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which our moral vocabulary is equipped to celebrate: 
individual achievement, exploits, and prowess.l5S 

Because the portrait is needed, a place must be found 
for the portrayer. And so, on the edges of society, are pud­
dles of people who apparently find it reasonable to engage 

directly in the chancy deeds of an honorable life. In re­
moving themselves further and further from the substance 
of our society, they seem to grasp more and more of cer­
tain aspects of its spirit. Their alienation from our reality 

frees them to be subtly induced into realizing our moral 
fantasies. As suggested of delinquents, they somehow co­
operate by staging a scene in which we project our dy­
namics of character: 

The delinquent is the rogue male. His conduct may 
be viewed not only negatively, as a device for at­
tacking and derogating the respectable culture; posi­
tively it may be viewed as the exploitation of modes 
of behavior which are traditionally symbolic of un­
trammeled masculinity, which are renounced by 
middle-class culture because incompatible with its 
ends, but which are not without a certain aura of 
glamour and romance. For that matter, they find their 
way into the respectable culhlre as well but only in 
disciplined and attenuated forms as in organized 
sports, in fantasy and in make-believe games, or 
vicariously as in movies, television, and comic books. 
They are not allowed to interfere with the serious 
business of life. The delinquent, on the other hand, 
having renounced his serious business, as defined by 
the middle class, is freer to divert these subterranean 
currents of our cultural tradition to his own use. The 
important point for our purpose is that the delinquent 

153 B. Berger, "The Sociology of Leisure: Some Suggestions," 
Industrial Relations, 1, 2 ( 1962 ), p. 41. Yablonsky, op. cit., 
pp. 226-27, makes a similar point in a discussion of what he 
calls the "sociopathic hero." 
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response, "wrong" though it may be and "disreputa­
ble," is well within the range of responses that do 
not threaten his identification of himself as a male.154 

Although fateful enterprises are often respectable, there 
are many character contests and scenes of serious action 
that are not. Yet these are the occasions and places that 
show respect for moral character. Not only in mountain 
ranges that invite the climber, but also in casinos, pool 
halls, and racetracks do we find places of worship; it may 
be in churches, where the guarantee is high that nothing 
fateful will occur, that moral sensibility is weak. 

Looking for where the action is, one arrives at a romantic 
division of the world. On one side are the safe and silent 
places, the home, the well-regulated role in business, in­
dustry, and the professions; on the other are all those ac­
tivities that generate expression, requiring the individual 
to lay himself on the line and place himself in jeopardy 
during a passing moment. It is from this contrast that we 
fashion nearly all our commercial fantasies. It is from 
this contrast that delinquents, criminals, hustlers, and 
sportsmen draw their self-respect. Perhaps this is payment 
in exchange for the use we make of the ritual of their 
performance. 

A final point: Vicarious experience re-establishes our 
connection to values concerning character. So does action. 
Action and vicarious experience, then, so different on the 

154 A. Cohen, Delinquent Boys ( Glencoe, The Free Press, 
1955), p. 140. Here it would hardly be possible to find a better 
example than the writer, Norman Mailer. His novels present 
scenes of fateful duties, character contests, and serious action; 
his essays expound and extol chance-taking, and apparently in 
his personal life he has exhibited a certain tendency to define 
everything from his marriages to his social encounters in terms 
of the language and structure of the fight game. Whatever the 
rewards and costs of life-orientation to gambles, he appears 
to have reaped them. In this fantasization of one's own life, 
Hemingway of course was the previous champ. 
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surface, seem to be closely allied. Evidence might be 
cited. 

Take clothing. Female dress is designed to be "attrac­
tive," which must mean in some sense or other that the 

interest of unspecified males is to be aroused. And with 
this arousal the basis is laid for one type of action. But the 
actual probability of this action occurring is very often 
very low. Fantasies are thus invigorated, but reality is not. 
A clearer version of the same vicarious tease is  the wide 
current sale to horseless cowboys of Stetson hats, high­
heeled boots, Levi's, and tattoos.155 Delinquents who carry 
knives and own "a piece" similarly exhibit a heightened 
orientation to action, but here perhaps appearances have 
a better chance of intruding on reality. 

Lotteries, the "numbers," and casino keno are commer­
cialized expressions of long-shot gambles offered at a very 
small price. The expected value of the play is, of cou,rse, 
much smaller even than the price, but an opportunity is 
provided for lively fantasies of big winnings. Here action is 
at once vicarious and real. 

When persons go to where the action is, they often go 
to a place where there is an increase, not in the chances 
taken, but in the chances that they will be obliged to take 
chances. Should action actually occur it is likely to involve 
someone like themselves but someone else. Where they 
have got to, then, is a place where another's involvement 
can be closely watched and vicariously enjoyed. 

Commercialization, of course, brings the final mingling 
of fantasy and action. And it has an ecology. On the 
arcade strips of urban settlements and summer resorts, 
scenes are available for hire where the customer can be the 
star performer in gambles enlivened by being very 
slightly consequential. Here a person currently without 
social connections can insert coins in skill machines to 

155 See, for example, J. Popplestone, "The Horseless Cow­
boys," Trans-Actions, May-June 1966. 
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demonstrate to the other machines that he has socially 
approved qualities of character. These naked little spasms 
of the self occur at the end of the world, but there at the 
end is action and character. 
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