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Erving Goffman appears to have two focuses in Forms of Talk. The first
is in reaction to the kind of theorizing in sociolinguistics that attempts to
capture the complexity of discourse by the use of highly formalized models.
Goffman does not reject formalistic analyses but argues that they should
be part of an approach that places talk in a broader interactional frame-
work. A second and related focus is one that recurs in all Goffman’s work;
that is the demonstration that social interaction constantly involves self-
presentation and maintenance. Goffman instructs the student of discourse
to look beyond the idealized model of the speaker/hearer as a transmitter
of information to the framing devices and strategies through which self
1s displaved, maintained, validated, or denied.

Toward these ends, Gof{fman skillfully exhibits the interplay of ritual-
ization, participant framework, and “embedding” in face-to-face com-
munication. In “Replies and Responses,” the first of the five essays in this
book, Goffman adds to what he calls the “system constraints” of the con-
versational analysts (e.g., the Sacks-Scheglof(- Jefferson “turn-taking pro-
cedures™) by introducing “ritual constraints.” Ritual constraints govern
how each individual should handle himself so as not to discredit his own
or another’s tacit claims to good character. A second important contri-
bution in “Replies and Responses” is Goffman’s discussion of discourse
units and sequencing. Here his notion of embedding is most relevant. In
general terms. embedding is part of our “linguistic ability to speak of
events at any remove in time and space from the situated present™ (p.
3). Because of this embedding ability, social actors have wide dramatic
liberties. We can mimic, mime, reenact, and hide ourselves awayv from
what we have said, are saving, or are about to say. Given this emphasis,
Goffman offers a basic interactional unit composed of three moves: men-
tionable event, mention, and comment on mention. But Goffman does
not mean to imply that discourse js simply a matter of chaining a sertes
of interactional moves together. In fact, he argues that responses must
have “references™ and that “our basic model of talk perhaps ought not to
be dialogic couplets and their chaining, but rather a sequence of response
moves with each in the series carving out its own reference” (p. 52).
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In “Response Cries” Goffman displays his fascinating talent for taking
subtle, taken-for-granted features of everyday interaction and showing
that these phenomena mayv not be what they seem to be and that they
are much more importantthan we assume. Response cries are exclamatory
interjections (e.g., “Oops!” “Whoops!" etc.) which, along with other types
of self-talk and deprecations, are commonly seen as being purely expres-
sive blurtings that often occur at times of stress. Goffman challenges this
view and suggests that we “look to the light these ventings provide, not
to the heat they dispel” (p. 120). For Goffman, these vocalizations “make
a claim upon the attention of everyone in the social situation, a claim
that our inner concerns should be theirs, too, but unlike the claim made
by talk, ours here is only for a limited period of time” (p. 121). For
example, consider response cries that serve as transition displays. These
are uttered upon entering or leaving a state of marked discomfort: “Brr!”
is the usual exclamation on leaving outside cold for inside warmth and
“Ahh!” or “Phew!” the one used when entering a cool place from a hot
one. Goffman’s point is that these expressions are conventionalized as to
form, occasion, and social function and experienced so commonly that
they should be studied for what they tell us about social order in everyday
life. But Goffman wishes to go a step further. He argues that ritualized
versions of these expressions can themselves be embedded in standard
conversational encounters. For example, “When a speaker finds he has
skated rather close to the edge of discretion or tact, he may give belated
recognition to where his words have gone, making a halt by uttering a
plaintive Oops!, meant to evoke the image of someone who has need of
this particular crv, the whole enactment having an unserious, openly
theatrical character” (p. 117). In appreciating that these ritualized re-
sponse cries become part of conversation, one will discover that they
cannot be analyzed without references to their original functions outside
conversation. Having taken the argument to this point, Goffman ends
the essay by recommending “that linguists have reason to broaden their
net, reason to bring in uttering that is not talking, rcason to deal with
social situations, not merely with jointly sustained talk™ (p. 122).

For Goffman, a change in “footing” in discourse (the topic of the third
essay) “implies a change in the alignment we take up to ourselves and
the others present as expressed in the way we manage the production or
reception of an utterance” (p. 128). ‘The notion of changes in footing is
offered as an alternative to the traditional categories of speaker and hearer.
For Goffman, the notion of hearer is too global because it refers to a wide
and undifferentiated range of participants. Therefore, Goffman intro-
duces the notions of “participation status” {i.e., one's position regarding
particular utterances) and “participation framework” (i.e., one's position
regarding all other persons present during discourse). When discussing
the term “speaker,” Gof{man argues that a more useful concept would be
“production format.” This notion refers to the multiple ways speakers can
present thenfselves (e.g., as animators, authors, principals, or some com-
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bination thereof). In “Footing,” as in other essays in the book, Goffman
ends by demonstrating that the topic at hand is even more complex than
he has led us to believe. For changes in footing should-not be seen as
merely switching from one stance to another. Rather, because of embed-
ding and ritualization, when we change footing “we are not so much
terminating the prior alignment as holding it in abeyance with the un-
derstanding that it will almost immediately be reengaged” (p. 155). There-
fore, one can hold the same footing across several turns at talk, and one
alignment can be fully enclosed within another. “In truth, in talk it seems
routine that, while firmly standing on two feet, we jump up and down
on another” (p. 155).

In the last two essays Goffman applies many of the concepts he intro-
duced in the first three papers. In “The Lecture,” he analyzes this form
of talk as a speech event and focuses specifically on the comparison of
changes in footing in lectures with those of talk in other social contexts.
Even though I have given and attended numerous lectures, I had trouble
following his argument in this essay. Goffman does make several inter-
esting points, but it is possible that this paper was more successful in its
original presentation as a lecture than it is In print.

“Radio Talk” is an insightful and entertaining essay. Goffman begins
by describing the special conditions of radio announcing that make speech
errors or “fautables” highly noticeable and in need of self-correction. He
then goes on to provide numerous examples of various types of fautables
and announcers’ strategies for dealing with them. An important feature
of error correction in radio talk is that in attending to a fautable the
announcer directs more attention to it and may make things worse:

Newscaster: “This is your eleven o’clock newscaster bringing you on the
pot report . . . [ mean on the spot retort - . . [ mean on the tot resort . ..
Oh, well let’s just skip it!" [P 310]

Goffman’s main point, however, is not just to provide us with amusing
examples. He argues that an examination of radio talk can direct our
attention to critical features of evervday informal talk that might easily
go unnoticed. Informal talk, unlike radio talk, is highly flexible and allows
speakers a considerable margin of error. In informal talk the speaker can
from moment to moment during discourse “meet whatever occurs by
sustaining or changing footing.” And most important, he can select “that
footing which provides him the least self-threatening position” (p.,325).

In sum, Forms of Talk is an interesting and insightful book. T recom-
mend it highly to all of those who are interested in the relationship between
Janguage and social life and even more to those sociologists who are
familiar with Goffman’s dramaturgical approach but unaware of his re-
cent important contributions to sociolinguistic theory.
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Erving Goffman was one of the few individuals in contemporary sociology
who have begn genuinely innovative theoretical thinkers and 'w‘ho havi;
at the same time, had an intellectual impact outside thefr own d '
or even outside the academic community. Yet there have been varied
views as to the real nature of his theoretical stance and the worth of lfi'
contribution. Was Goffman a symbolic interactionist or a Rtructuralistz
;’&i/as h(;)'anop sociologist with the footnotes left in, or a-mid-cent\,‘lr\"
Sol?g:fh: rom what class perspective did he really look at society? And
In 7?/16’, Viewfrom Goffman 11 scholars have undertaken a searchin
ang{ysxs of (;offman’s work. Six are Americans, five (including t.he editor%
British—evidence of a growing interest in Goffman in Great Brita;n sinc
the 1960s. While all the Americans have published work on Goff ;.
before, most of the British have not. e
On the' whole, the contributors are appreciative but not uncritical of
Goffman’s work. Gouldner’s discussion of Goffman in The Coming Crisis
of Wesltvem:Sono[ogy is the point of departure for two who take positions
opposing Gouldner’s. Mary Rogers insists that Goffman had mure-to i
on lssues‘of power and inequality than he has been given credit for w}:ﬁ)
(Je(_)rge (zono§ proposes that the underlying class position of (‘ol"fm 'e
somal\theory 1s not that of Gouldner’s “new middle class” (}o;mc, ni?s‘
t:at Goffman’s egrly w'ritings come out of the same p&&war pe.riod ::
e\’Ose \;{or’ks ’()l.'.My‘llsj Rllcs’r‘nan, and Whyte that are concerned with lhi:\‘
xpanding class. Goffman’s own work, he suggests, takes the position of
the lumpen~bourzeoisie, the remaining independent small‘ entrepfeneur(:
whp struggle to find their way through (or around) this new class structu ..
This clgss perspective has much in common with that of t}';e lum )fe'
proletariat that is often the immediate source of Gotfman’s ethno raI fn’“
anos alsp describes Goffman as “an American Qtruéturalisf"‘ I’)1“]h\
reaction agamst the routine assumption that he repres;nte(l only a. S :
what_odd. variety of symbolic interactionism is recurrent in several b(;mhe—
con.trlbutlor)s to this volume. Clearly Goffman’s thought must be \'icéwt' (j
against a.wxder background than that of homegrown Americ;n sc;c' i e'
f)r; :n‘altyutn.gl.(}offmar?’s early writings, John Lofland emphasiz(es the’ l:)tr(;i\d
wstentialism, while Randall Collins traces an intellectual netw;
E?}:Z‘:fgdblé lja*nge.’ He notes the symholic interactionism of (}()ffr)rzzn?sf
a,mhr(j;p();«:ii;])gtﬂdlso the presence in Chicago of Durkheimian, social
s j;'“ al in ugnce:s mgdlatcd by L]Q_\-'d Warner—influences which
ad ; lea( y been present in Goffman’s earlier academic milieu in C
Collins also mentions the ties to Simmel and

1scipline,

. anada.
Kenneth Burke, pavs at-
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