


acters, the “stereotyped roles” created
by sex distinctions. Goffman argues
that similar stereotyped images exist in
all social life: cross sex with class and
you get Mrs. Archie Bunker as a
“representative” character; compound
sex with residence and you have a
different woman’s role; compound sex
and class and place of residence, and
women play yet another normative
role.

I use the term imaginary character
to describe these normative roles, but
the term distorts Goffman’s thinking in
one way. The system of appearances
he envisions is so sweeping that to ask
who is the “real” person behind these
masks would be to ask who is un-
touched by conditions like sex, age,
class, and so on—and of course no one
is. The concept of a real person lurking
behind his appearances, with a ‘“real-
ity”” more truthful than the faces he
presents to the world, is for Goffman
misleading.

If people cannot help but behave as
situations “allow and oblige” them to,
they ought to be entirely the products of
those situations. This is Skinner’s posi-
tion; seemingly it should be Goffman’s
t0o. However, in one of his most
brilliant papers, ‘“Role Distance,” pub-
lished in Encounters, Goffman dis-
tinguishes his dramaturgical approach
from behaviorism in two ways.

First Goffman argues that any given
role does not involve the whole person.
“The system (of role-playing) or pat-
tern borrows only a part of the
individual, and what he does or is at
other times and places is not the first
concern. The roles of others for whom
he performs similarly represent only
slices of these others.”” More interesting
is Goffman’s analysis of how a person
goes about fighting a normative role.
Let us take some fragments of a con -
sation Goffman observed in an operating
room at a Philadelphia hospital.

Scrub Nurse: Will there be more
than three sutures more? We're
running out of sutures.

Chief Surgeon: I don’t know.
Intern: We can finish up with
Scotch tape. . ..

Chief Surgeon: A small Richard-
son please.

Scrub Nurse: Don’t have one.
Chief Surgeon: OK, then give me
an Army and Navy.

Scrub  Nurse: It looks like we
don’t have one.

Chief Surgeon (lightly joking): No
Army or Navy man here.

Intern (dryly): No one here in the
armed forces, but Dr. —(the Chief
Surgeon) here is in the Boy
Scouts.

The intern is in a subordinate posi-
tion to the Chief Surgeon, and the
Chief Surgeon rates his performance
for the hospital. The intern’s rola
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