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Experiences With Erving Goffman 
John Lofland  

 
 

In this document I compile memories of some of my experiences with Erving 

Goffman as my major professor at the University of California, Berkeley in 1960-64 

and as a colleague in subsequent years. I present these memories in rough 

chronological order. 

 

1958-60: BEFORE BERKELEY 
PRESENTATION OF SELF. I was a first year graduate student in sociology at 

Columbia when Presentation of Self came out in the spring of 1959. The book was a 

readily available and cheap Anchor paperback and read avidly by young sociology 

students at Columbia, including me. In the Spring of 1960, Morris (“Buzz”) Zelditch 

employed me as his teaching assistant in a graduate course on experimentation in 

sociology. Ideas of self presentation taken from Goffman’s Presentation and his 

“Symbols of Class Status” informed the experiment we performed as a class project 

in which we varied class symbol presentations of newcomers in Alcoholics 

Anonymous groups.  

 

In the Columbia sociology graduate student milieu of that time, Goffman was one of 

the signal figures in the “buzz” that the excitement of the field was passing from 

Harvard and Columbia to Berkeley. Goffman was at Berkeley and so was much of 

the new, “real,” action in the field, so the gossip went. I was only in my second year 

of studying sociology, so as a relative newcomer this state-of-the-discipline stuff was 

news to me and I took it seriously. 

 

It also seemed clear that if one did not have a survey research frame of mind, one 
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did not fit Columbia, even though one could get a degree without doing a thesis with 

such data. Indeed, in my first semester, I studied fieldwork with recent Harvard 

Ph.D.  Morris Zelditch in a required/optional methods course. While the method 

was acceptable, it also seemed only tolerated. 

 

The experience of taking Zelditch’s fieldwork course my first fall and then TAing it 

with him the next fall convinced me that fieldwork was my direction and I had best 

leave Columbia.  

 

AN OBSCURE GOVERNMENT SYMPOSIUM. In that fall 1958 fieldwork 

course with Zelditch, three of the some twenty students were assigned to observe on 

a psychiatric ward in the mental hospital Zelditch was studying. I was one of the 

three and spent time in Zelditch’s office suite at the hospital as well as observing on 

a ward. His office was a hang-out for people involved in the larger social science 

program of the medical center. While hanging there, one of the “must reads” 

literally and enthusiastically placed in my hands was a recently published item titled 

“On the Characteristics of Total Institutions” appearing in an obscure government 

report on a symposium. Some claimed it provided a whole new perspective on what 

we were studying at “PI” (the psychiatric institute of the Columbia Presbyterian 

Medical Center). 

 

1960-61: FIRST YEAR 
Berkeley Sociology offered me a Teaching Assistantship, generous moving expenses, 

and waver of all but the smallest fees. Yes, I arrived in Berkeley in the dawn of what 

is now viewed as the long-dead Golden Era of the University of California generally 

and of Berkeley Sociology in particular. 

 

SOCIAL PROBLEMS AND FRED DAVIS. I had been the major architect of 

the AA class symbols project just mentioned, it was my M. A. thesis, and, with 

Robert Lejeune, it was published as an article in the fall, 1960 issue of Social 

Problems. Soon after I arrived in Berkeley, the editor of Social Problems sent me a 
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copy of a critique of the ethics of the experiment written by University of California, 

San Francisco sociologist Fred Davis. It was to be published. Would I like to 

respond? Here I was, a first-year student at Berkeley under a heavy-duty ethics 

attack by a senior scholar. What a wonderful way to start a first year. 

 

I thought I should get some advice on how to proceed. Thinking that Goffman 

should know about such matters and although I had never met or seen him, I 

appeared at his office hours. Showing him the document from Davis, Goffman 

laughed and said, yes, Fred told him he was going to write this. But also, even 

though he and Fred were good friends, they disagreed. He then proceeded to spell 

out his contrary views and I took notes. 

 

My vague recollection is that he read and critiqued a couple of drafts of my 

response. That response was published in the spring, 1961 issue of SP with a note 

acknowledging Goffman’s help. 

 

In these first conversations, Goffman complimented me quite strongly. He remarked 

that he was very impressed that Zelditch and I were able to get so many students out 

to AA meetings spread out over much of New York City. He, in contrast, had 

trouble getting students off the campus at all. As it is put, we “hit if off.” 

 

From reading PSEL and other items, I had expected Goffman to be a quiet and 

reflective clinical psychology type, a version of my psychology of personality 

professor at Swarthmore, Peter Madison, who was a warm clinical psychologist 

(and who almost inspired me to take up that line of work). I was amused to find 

Goffman, instead, a chirpy, bow-tied, preppy and a miniature, wise-cracking Cary 

Grant. (In later years and in some movies roles, such as Wag the Dog, Dustin 

Hoffman does a credible Goffman, and even looks a little like him, although 

Goffman was better looking.) As Gary Marx rightly observes, there was also a hard-

boiled hipster element, as in referring to visiting as “falling by.” 
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Also, right from the start my attention was caught by what seemed to me to be his 

practice of pausing and contemplating virtually every key word he spoke. The pause 

and mental scanning for the right word was ever so brief, but it suggested deep 

reflection in the selection and utterance of any substantial term.  I think his 

consciousness was at some level very deeply questioning even the smallest word, the 

one that came just after it, and the degree to which he should link any two or more 

conventionally linked terms. 

 

DEVIANCE GRADUATE COURSE, SPRING, 1961. The spring of my first 

year, Goffman gave a graduate lecture course that Gary Marx has superbly 

described and I will not repeat his description here, save to quote Gary’s view that 

Goffman was 

magnetic and inspiring. I eagerly looked forward to going to class and the 

class always ended too soon. The feeling was like that experienced in a 

theater after a riveting performance. One was left wanting more and not 

ready to leave. (Marx, Theory and Society, 13: 649-662, 1984.) 

I was not as inspired as Gary, but I certainly had the sense that I was witnessing 

something remarkable and exciting. The room was usually full and held perhaps 35 

people, mostly sociology graduate students. He lectured––and lectured very 

seriously–– from notes and from an assortment of volumes he toted in. The first half 

of the course was an intellectual history of the concepts of social disorganization and 

social control.  The second half consisted of sections from the then still to be 

published Stigma. More than in any other lecture course I had ever taken, Goffman 

came prepared in detail and was animatedly engaged in presenting whatever the 

topic. The number of reference books alone, each with many slips of place-marking 

paper, that he was able to tote in a brief case and in his arms was itself an 

impressive physical feat, to me. 

 

The course had two requirements: a term paper and a sit-down, in-class blue book 

final exam. Students I knew were flabbergasted that he would require an 

undergraduate style final exam. It was unheard of in graduate school, especially at 
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Berkeley. Indeed, even when we showed up at the appointed day, hour and place to 

take the exam some students still firmly believed the whole process was a Goffman 

joke and he would say “go home, I was only kidding.” But he did not say that. We 

took the exam. 

 

Fortunately, I had done the immense amount of historical reading on social 

disorganization and control and, sure enough, one of the optional essays asked one 

to discuss the history of those ideas and their merits and demerits. I am still 

delighted to recall that Goffman wrote “A” the end of my essay followed by 

“Excellent and professional.” 
  

For this course, I also wrote a very long term paper titled “On Creating and 

Sustaining Involvement in Alcoholics Anonymous,” which he also liked a great deal. 

Part of its appeal to him was likely the fact that at Columbia I had supervised 

graduate student observation of Alcoholics Anonymous, had been to AA meetings 

myself, and had a fair amount of rather rich ethnographic items with which I laced 

the conceptual framework. Just the sort of thing Goffman loved, I suppose, because 

that is the way he wrote. (I should have, but never got around to publishing the 

paper itself. Instead, the ideas and some of the data got imported into a theory of 

deviance book titled Deviance and Identity, 1969) 

 

DID GOFFMAN SIT DOWN OR STAND UP IN CLASS? Here at the point 

of my first course exposure to Goffman, let me deal with the silly claim by someone 

who hardly knew him that because he was short Goffman sat down when he taught. 

In the course just described, he mostly sat down at a table that was on a riser in the 

front of a medium size and oblong classroom with a flat floor. As mentioned, he 

brought many books and other documents from which he read quotes as he went 

along. These were stacked up on the table. Sitting down seemed to me quite 

necessary for such a lecturing style, which is what he did. Nonetheless, he also often 

jumped up to write on the chalkboard. That particular classroom in Berkeley’s 

Wheeler Hall appeared to be assigned to Sociology. I took or audited three graduate 
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courses in it. In addition to Goffman’s, I was in a group of a dozen or so who 

listened to Blumer on collective behavior in that same room. I also audited a social 

change lecture course by Smelser in that room. I mention these two because both 

these men sat during classes—at exactly the same table and in the same chair as used 

by Goffman. In the spring of 1964, Goffman also sat down in seminar room with a 

long table around which a dozen or so of his advanced graduate students sat and 

gave reports and held discussions. For him to have held such a classically configured 

seminar standing up would have been odd, indeed. And, when he team-taught an 

introductory lower-division class in the big Wheeler auditorium in which I TAed the 

fall of 1961, he stood up (as did Blumer)––surprise, surprise. 

 

Let me press this silly notion that Goffman gave presentations sitting down because 

he was short to the next level. I have counted up as many Goffman public lectures as 

I can remember, which is eight at the moment, and he stood in all but one of them. 

The sole occasion on which he sat, he was a member of a panel, all of whom sat in 

their places while presenting, as did he (San Jose PSA meeting, 1974, described 

below). 

 

1961-62: SECOND YEAR 
THE BLUMER-GOFFMAN LOWER-DIVISION COURSE. Knowing that 

Blumer and Goffman were to offer a large, lower-division course in the fall of 1961, 

I wrote Goffman a letter asking him to consider me for a TA position. In it I took a 

“you may not remember me” stance. He wrote back with a phrase emblazed into my 

memory “Don’t be so typical. Of course I remember you.” And, he promised I 

would be a TA in that course. The course was held in the large Wheeler Hall 

auditorium, one of those in which several hundred student were managed by five or 

so TAs. Blumer lectured the first half and Goffman the second. The thing was held 

together with a bread and butter reader of dozens of little articles. I do not recall we 

TAs meeting more than once or twice or so with Blumer or Goffman.  Instead, the 

head TA organized the course at the level of the TA group preparing and grading 

exams. This was my first exposure to mass indifferent education and I report with 
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disappointment that both Blumer and Goffman were compliant agents of it. (I 

consider this a significant failing of both these men and everyone else—including 

myself--who took part in that kind of fake education.) 

 

“ARE YOU THE WILLIAM BLAKE OF SOCIOLOGY?” On the lighter 

side, during Goffman’s half of the course, Alvin Gouldner’s Social Problems article 

referring to Goffman as the “William Blake of sociology” arrived in our mailboxes. 

Occasionally after lecture, Goffman would come down from the stage and exchange 

a few words with the TA group. Some of us plotted that when he came down this 

first meeting after the Social Problems had arrived we’d ask him if he was really the 

William Blake of sociology. Alas, that particular day, he flitted out the back door of 

the auditorium without chatting with us. 

 

THE CLEATER VENTURE. I published an account of “the Cleater venture” in 

1985 that I want to quote since it is a quarter century closer to that event than an 

account I would write now. 

Late in the fall of 1961, a San Francisco newspaper front-paged a report 

from Cleater, Arizona, where a group was gathered to wait for the 

imminent end of the world. Three . . . [sociology graduate students 

including me] with an interest in such matters . . . . decided that a trip there 

was in order and we approached Blumer, Glock, Goffman, and Smelser 

with a request for funding to support the venture. Financing was arranged 

within hours. Erving Goffman even met me at his bank and handed me a 

several-hundred dollar cash advance out of his personal checking account 

against the university funds which were going to take longer to have in 

hand than we dared wait before departing for Cleater. These faculty also 

gave us crash courses in “what to look for.” Needing to begin the trip as 

soon as possible, Neil Smelser tutored us some two hours early on a 

Sunday morning, the day of our departure. (Lofland, Protest, 1985, p. 

122.) 

Goffman was very enthusiastic about this venturing out to do observation. When he 



8	
  	
  -­‐-­‐	
  Lofland/Draft	
  

handed me the cash in front of his bank on Shattuck Avenue, he commented that he 

really should not have this much money in this checking account. Cute and 

accurate. 

 

After the other graduate student and I returned from Cleater, we received the UC 

money and I took it to Goffman, in cash and in a white envelope, at this office hours. 

To understand what I am about to report, the reader needs to know the fashion in 

which many Berkeley Sociology faculty held office hours in the early 1960s. 

Sociology had grown so fast that there was as yet no right-sized building or floor 

given over to a department. Instead, the department centered on a large room with 

cubicle partitions for staff offices in the second floor of one of the oldest UC 

buildings, South Hall. That big room contained the administrative staff, mailboxes, 

and other administration. The middle-portions were filled with desks at which many 

faculty held office hours. Some desks seemed assigned, others were not. In any 

event, it was a “hot desk” scene.  In my memory, Goffman’s “hot desk” for office 

hours was in a corner with his back to the wall in the far-left corner of the room as 

reckoned from entering the main entrance door. Smelser seemed to hold office 

hours at the hot desk just in front of Goffman’s, with his (Smelser’s) back to 

Goffman. 

 

Both Smelser and Goffman were at their hot desks the day I brought Goffman the 

envelope containing the reimbursement money. Taking it in hand, he said loudly, 

apparently in order to get Smelser’s attention, who turned around toward him, “See 

Neil, this is how American was built, money passed in envelopes!” [Paraphrase]. 

Smelser laughed. 

 

APPLYING FOR A NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF MNTAL HEALTH 

FELLOWSHIP (NIMH). In the earlier 1960s, NIMH offered both local and 

national graduate fellowships. Based on work I had begun on a small, local 

millenarian religion, in my second year I thought I might qualify for a national 

fellowship and I asked Goffman to be my sponsor and therefore my supervisor and 



	
  Lofland/Draft	
  -­‐-­‐	
  9	
  

chair of my Ph.D. committee. He agreed to do so. 

 

I left a draft of my NIMH application in his South Hall Sociology mailbox. Bear in 

mind that, as far as I know, he had no campus office and was on the campus little 

more than when he was teaching or holding office hours. So, how was he to respond 

to my draft? He called me on the phone. We agreed on a time I would meet him at 

his home. He lived in a hillside house at the upper east end a street ending in the 

Berkeley hills just below the famous Berkeley Cyclotron. This first day I visited his 

home, the sun was out, the weather was balmy and we sat on the expansive deck 

fronting the house on the west. The UC Berkeley campus spread below us and in 

front of the Gold Gate Bridge in the distance. The panorama was amazing (even 

though I could see much of the same scene from my apartment in the same north 

Berkeley area). 

 

There on the deck, Goffman went over my draft virtually line by line with 

particular attention to the mental health aspects of the proposal, the formal 

justification of the fellowship. 
  

The proposal was to do a field study of a millenarian group based in San Francisco 

that espoused a doctrine I gave the pseudonym the “Divine Precepts,” calling the 

group “the DPs.” I would focus on the three processes of joining, recruiting, and 

maintaining faith. (These three topics were, indeed, the three that would organize 

the completed dissertation and the published book.) 

 

Some students have reported that Goffman was highly directive about what they 

should study and how they should study it. These reports leave me puzzled because 

Goffman never objected to these three topics or urged some substitute or additional 

topics on me. Or at least, I do not recall he did. He of course had multiple, specific 

observations and suggestions, many of which I think I used, but none of these were 

directed to altering the three main lines along which I was planning to proceed.  
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I received the fellowship for a period of two years with Goffman as my supervisor  

 

WAITING TO SEE JAMES BOND. One bright and sunny evening my spouse 

and I were standing in a long line in front of a theater in Albany waiting to get into 

to see the first James Bond motion picture. Coming toward us and heading for the 

end of the line far behind us, we saw Erving Goffman, his young son in tow. As he 

scurried by (as I have said elsewhere, in my experience, Goffman rarely only 

walked), he shouted out, “you should be home working.” 

 

CHATTING IN THE SOUTH HALL STAIRCASE One day I was chatting 

with a fellow graduate sociology student on the wide, multilevel staircase of South 

Hall. Goffman scampered down the stairs past us and shouted, “Don’t talk it, go 

home and write it.” Watching Goffman disappear down the stairs, the student said 

to me, “who is that little fellow?” 

 

GOFFMAN’S PHONE CALLS TO ME. Someone who literally does not know 

what he is talking about has claimed that in the two years Goffman was my 

supervisor he phoned me, even on holidays, to berate me for not working hard 

enough and, in general, made my life miserable with work demands. These are silly 

falsehoods. During the four years I was at Berkeley, I got perhaps three or four 

phone calls from Goffman, at most. As best as I can recall, all were requests to make 

appointments for me to come to his home and meet him, usually to go over a 

document I had left for him in his Sociology mailbox. One call may have been a 

request to see me about a complaint the DPs had made to him about me (described 

below). He never called me to speak about how hard I was working. And that topic 

did not come up in any other contact, save as complementing me on my industry or 

as joking admonitions in passing, as in the two examples I have mentioned. 

 

“JUST LET IT LAY THERE.” At some point Goffman gave me a mini-lecture 

on how it was unwise, in his view, to make direct and overt moral argument in one’s 

writing. But, if one wanted to make a moral argument, rather than argue directly 
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one should present the facts that point in the direction of the argument one would 

make and “just let it lay there.” That is, allow the reader to look at the facts and be 

prompted to draw the moral conclusion you would otherwise be making from the 

array of facts themselves. 

 

1962-63: THIRD YEAR 
ON MY OWN, 1962-64. Over the two years Goffman was my supervisor under 

the NIMH fellowship, there was no schedule on which I was to report to or account 

to him. There were periods of weeks and months I never saw him. Seeing him was 

occasioned by a work topic and a need to consult, not by a schedule. 

 

There were good reasons for him not to supervise me closely. Not least, he knew I 

could and did start and finish complex projects, which included five long papers I 

had written at Berkeley and that he had read.  (The Berkeley sociology orals 

required that a binder of one’s papers be circulated to the five members of 

committer—of which Goffman was one--in advance of the orals. The exam itself 

began with questions about the papers in the binder.) Moreover, I gathered that 

Goffman subscribed to the notion that like aspirants for membership in other tribes, 

aspiring scholars should undergo testing “in the wilds” alone and without hand-

holding as a way to prove themselves.    

 

GOFFMAN’S FRAME ANALYSIS COURSE. At some point, Goffman 

offered a graduate lecture course named something like social interaction. I showed 

up desiring to audit but not register for it. I encountered a room full of people with 

the same audit-but-not-enroll desire. Goffman announced there would be no 

auditors. I appeared the next week to find the student numbers down to a dozen or 

less. I told him I wanted to attend, but I did not want to register. He insisted I had to 

register if I attended. I did not leave that day. Indeed, I came back every week, 

defying Goffman’s edict. He never said anything to me about it. So, I sat in the back 

of the room as I watched the ten or so people who had the courage to register for the 

course sweat through trying to figure out how to cope with the material he was 
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presenting on which he said he would be giving a final, in-class exam. 

 

The course was mostly, as I recall, Goffman lecturing what turned out to the book 

Frame Analysis. Indeed, I heard him lecture large chunks of it. 

 

I was so baffled by what it was that Goffman was asking of students that I even went 

to the final examination. To the best of my recollection, he played a tape of an 

experimental musical concert that got the audience involved. One was to write an 

analysis of what one heard using frame analysis materials Goffman had lectured. 

 

Had his course been my first encounter with Goffman, my relation to him, if any, 

might have been far different. Goffman’s work seems to have taken a decidedly 

more micro bent by 1963 or so. Prior to that, one could claim he was even writing 

about units as large as formal organizations. In Stigma, the unit-level is arguably as 

macro as the social role. As reflected in the title of my first paper  on him (“Early 

Goffman”), I regard myself as a student of the early and more macro Goffman than 

of the later and more micro one. 
  

“THE WHOLE FRAME OF THIS WORLD IS PASSING AWAY.” In the 

course of my research on the DPs, I was reading the New English version of the 

Christian New Testament in terms of how the early Christians were similar to or 

different from the group I was studying. I came onto the Apostle Paul ending a long 

passage with the declaration that the faithful should not count on anything “for the 

whole frame of this world is passing away.” (“The First Letter of Paul to the 

Corinthians,” 7:29-31. NEB.) I read the passage while auditing Goffman’s frame 

analysis lectures. Desiring not to be too pushy, I typed it on a postcard, noted it 

might be of interest, signed it, and sent it to Goffman at his home address. 

 

When I saw him in class the next week he exclaimed to me “Is that really in the 

Bible?” “Yes, Professor Goffman, it is.” 
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He later read the quote in lecture, crediting me. And, it shows up on page 491 of 

Frame Analysis, crediting me in footnote 73 on the same page. My one appearance in 

the Goffman canon. (Shortly after FA was published, I got a note from a sociologist 

known for loud-mouthed theatricality and flamboyant, bad-taste attire 

congratulating me for now being famous because I had been mentioned in a 

Goffman book.) 

 

“I AM ONE OF THEM NOW.” Goffman apparently went from assistant to 

full professor in only a few years. I had a conversation with him shortly after he was 

promoted to full professor, which I guess was 1961 or so, in which he said something 

that oddly lodged in my memory. I do not recall the exact topic, but it had to do with 

something in which his rank as a professor made a difference in the view he had to 

take of the topic we were discussing. My recollection is that he thought that if he was 

still in the “lower orders” he would have one view, but his view had now to change 

because “I am one of them now.” Or, perhaps he had to resist changing his view 

even though he was one of them now. 
  

This incident reminds me of William Gamson’s wonderful remark in his essay on 

Goffman’s contributions to political sociology that “In the game of life, Goffman ran 

with the hares.” I think this accurately describes perhaps the largest portion of 

Goffman’s writings and sayings, but he would also “switch over” to being “one of 

them.” However, he at least clearly recognized the difference and would even 

mention it to a mere student like me— and seemingly to have a bit of agony about it. 

 

A PAPER ON ERVING GOFFMAN. The Berkeley program required a 

standard “contemporary theory” course, which was taught by Philip Selznick the 

year I took it. Selznick had several guest speakers, one of whom was Erving 

Goffman, who, I think I recall, spoke on the concept of social role. (I recorded his 

lecture, which came out very faintly, and state-of-the art enhancement technology 

circa 1980 could not sufficiently boost the signal. I still have the tape, though, and 

newer technology might be tried on it.) Selznick required each student to write a 
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paper. I visited him in his office hours at his Center for the Study of Law and 

Society and proposed one on Erving Goffman. He chuckled and remarked, yes, 

Goffman was certainly becoming something of a cult figure, and accepted my 

proposal. I dittoed the paper (the “blue” text practice of the time) and gave 

Goffman a copy. He seemed appreciative but without much comment save I 

remember him remarking that perhaps I should have written on someone else 

because he had already received enough attention. Until I wrote this account I 

thought this meant he had received enough attention from the discipline. But now I 

think he meant that I had given him enough attention and I should have been 

writing on some other theorist. I never got around to publishing the paper but 

because it was dittoed copies floated around. Jason Ditton conceived the idea for 

what was to be––I think––the first of what would become many volumes of collected 

essays on Goffman. He asked me to let him publish it in that collection. Re-titled 

“Early Goffman,” it appears in his The View From Goffman published in 1980.) 
  

1963-64: FOURTH & LAST YEAR 
“YOU WILL NEVER AGAIN BE AS IMPORTANT AS YOU ARE 

NOW.” Part of my fieldwork with the DPs involved interviewing people they had 

tried to recruit and members of organizations they had tried to infiltrate. Members 

the group heard I was doing such interviews and one went to Goffman to ask him to 

stop me. Goffman phoned me and asked me to meet him at his house to talk about 

the matter. I recall his attitude to have been pragmatic. It was best to scale down 

and modify my interviewing in order to reduce DP concerns, which I did. The DP 

who had met with Goffman was a well-spoken graduate student in linguistics at 

Berkeley who could articulate the DP view very well. According to Goffman, this 

person told him that my interviewing was harmful because it might hold up the 

whole course of universal human restoration to the Garden of Eden and the 

beginning of paradise on earth within the next few years. Goffman was amused by 

the idea that the DPs thought I had the power to change the course of human 

history. He kidded me that never again in my life would anybody ever think I was as 

important as they believed me to be at that moment. 
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This meeting at his home was in this study rather than on his deck overlooking the 

Bay Area. I noticed that he had two rather than only one large, upright typewriter, 

a practice new to me at least. (His typewriters were state of the art at the time. 

There were as yet no electric typewriters.) (Elsewhere I have expressed the guess 

that because he had so many footnotes, he needed a typewriter for text as well one 

for footnotes.) His study and the halls into it were lined with shelving overflowing 

with books in near-chaotic array— exactly as a young aspirant scholar would have 

hoped to see. His desk flanked by the typewriters was backed by a large window 

outside of which was a steep hill topped with the chain link fence around the 

Berkeley Cyclotron. 
  

On the campus, Goffman wore a casual suit coat and (often bow) tie, sometimes with 

the white “ buckskin” shoes still somewhat fashionable in the early 1960s. But when 

I met him at home, he was unshaven and in a casual sweater (it was Berkeley, after 

all) and other casual attire. 

 

THE PALACE HOTEL. One day in late November, another sociology graduate 

student and I drove from Berkeley to the Palace Hotel in San Francisco to attend a 

talk Goffman was scheduled to give early that morning at the annual convention of 

anthropologists. We attended his talk (which he delivered standing up, by the way) 

and were taking in the scene, which included walking a Palace hallway that had 

both meeting and sleeping rooms. The hallway seemed unusually bustling with 

convention goers and to have a large number of sleeping rooms with open doors, 

TVs on and turned up, and people crowded in looking at them. Suddenly, there was 

Goffman, coffee cup held precariously in his right hand, bustling toward us at a 

near-run. He seemed not to see us and rushed into a hotel room up the hall behind 

us. My word, we thought. We both knew Goffman and were on good terms with 

him. Why would he rush by and ignore us? We turned and followed his path 

through the open door of a hotel room where people were crowded in watching a 

television set. Peering over and through people sitting on the floor and standing, we 
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could glimpse a live news report from Dallas, Texas. 

 

“YOU CAN ONLY LOSE THE JOB.” I went on the job market in the fall of 

1963. Harold Wilenski had recently come to Berkeley from Michigan and he was 

acting as Michigan’s filter of candidates. Goffman arranged for me to interview 

with him, which I did at Wilenski’s “hot desk” in the “bull pen” I have described. 

We mostly talked about my dissertation and that presumably went all right because 

I soon got an invitation to visit Michigan. Goffman met with me about how to 

approach the Michigan visit. All I can recall at this distance of time is his 

admonition that “they have already decided to hire you. You can only lose the job.” 

I do not know if this was true or not, but I believed it and the belief served to relieve 

my anxiety. Shortly after I interviewed at Michigan, I was offered a job, which I 

accepted. 

 

SPRING, 1964 GOFFMAN GRADUATE SEMINAR. Goffman offered a 

graduate seminar that was a real seminar, not a graduate lecture course, my last 

semester at Berkeley. I did not think about it at the time, but looking back this was a 

notable undertaking because many of the seminar participants would soon become 

rather well known intellectuals. (Howie Becker was even a visitor at one session.) 

Goffman organized and conducted the undertaking in a traditional manner. In the 

first half or so, participants reported on readings that were relevant. In the second 

half or so students presented on their own work. 

 

One sunny spring afternoon toward the end of the semester, Goffman did not 

appear for the seminar. We were sitting on the steps of Tolman Hall, where the 

seminar was held, waiting for him before going to the seminar room. As the 

appointed time to start passed, we wondered among ourselves whether we should 

start the seminar without him. (I forget who was scheduled to present.) When 

Goffman still did not show, we decided not to hold the seminar and went our 

separate ways. The seminar did not meet again. 
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GOFFMAN GIVES ME A B. During one instructional context with Goffman I 

was interviewing people about their experiences with the DPs and found I needed to 

be very flexible about when I could meet with them. I told Goffman that the 

interviews were so important that if someone offered to meet me during a time I was 

to be in his class, I was going to miss the class in order to get the interview. He did 

not like this and told me he would reduce my grade to a B or so if I missed class for 

that reason. I did miss a class or so and he did give me a B. 

 

“I DIDN’T THINK YOU WOULD FINISH.” With a job as an assistant 

professor at Michigan to begin in September, I was determined to finish my thesis 

and have it “signed off” before I left Berkeley. Part of the strategy I adopted to 

accomplish this was not to show any of the three members of the committee 

(Goffman as Chair, Blumer, and Paul Carter, a historian with interests in 

nineteenth century millenarian groups) drafts of the thesis. Instead, I wrote it 

completely, got it professionally typed to the specifications of a University of 

California dissertation so that it looked like a finished dissertation, and took a copy 

to each of the three in, I think, June or so. This to say, I wanted to avoid a “revise 

and resubmit” situation by creating an “up or down” one. It worked. I met with 

each of the three to go over numerous suggestions they had for revisions, but they 

did not require these changes before signing the dissertation title page, which I had 

in hand. (I adopted this “up or down” strategy based on seeing people around me 

give chapters to their thesis advisors and getting long lists of required revisions 

back. I was determined not to be drawn into that kind of intellectual ping-pong.) 

 

Goffman no longer lived in the big house at the top end of the street ending below 

the Berkeley Cyclotron. Instead, he and his young son had moved down the hill and 

into an apartment in the same north Berkeley neighborhood. I met with him there 

to go over his suggestion for changes and to sign my dissertation title page. There 

were a great many suggestions, but no changes were required in advance of him 

signing. He seemed pleased with the “finished” work and remarked that I had 

proceeded with great speed. He had not expected me to finish before I left Berkeley. 
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JIM CLARK. My apartment was in an advanced state of packing for moving the 

day a young man knocked on the door and introduced himself as Jim Clark, a 

“book rep” with Prentice-Hall. He said he came by because Blumer and Goffman 

had told him I had just completed a thesis that his company might like to publish 

and, by the way, what is your next book? 

 

The background here is that Blumer was the long-standing academic advisory 

editor for Prentice-Hall Sociology books and Goffman had just published Stigma 

with that company. This classic process of sponsorship led to Doomsday Cult, 1966, 

and Deviance and Identity, 1969, with Prentice-Hall. 

 

LATER 1960s 
“FOR WHATEVER YOU WOULD LIKE ME TO SUPPORT YOU 

FOR.” I found I did not especially like a number of things about living in Michigan. 

In my third year there I began looking around for another job. I knew I needed 

strong support in order to move and I was concerned about how strongly Goffman 

might still support me. I wrote him at Harvard, where he was at the time, and asked 

if he would help me relocate. He wrote back, in paraphrase: “I would be happy to 

support you for whatever you would like me to support you for.” 

 

“SO I WILL NOT THANK YOU.” A social science book club adopted 

Goffman’s Strategic Interaction as an offering and asked Goffman to provide the 

name of someone who would write a positive, explanatory and short piece for the 

book to go into the book club mailing. Goffman asked me to do this and I did. After 

it came out, I got a note from him that read, as I recall in paraphrase: I would thank 

you for writing about the book except then I would have to acknowledge that I 

asked you to do such a thing, so I will not thank you. 
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EARLY 1970s 
URBAN LIFE AND CULTURE. In the very early 1970s I somehow came to 

think that sociology needed a journal that showcased qualitative field studies. I set 

about to organize and edit one. Sage Publications contracted to publish it under the 

name Urban Life and Culture and I formed an editorial board consisting of what I 

thought were prominent names in the genre. 

 

Goffman was an obvious choice and I was delighted to find him to be very happy 

about the idea of the journal, more than willing to lend his name to it, and 

consistently supportive. 
 

THE CONCEPT OF URBAN CULTURE. The single point of his criticism I 

can recall concerned the concept of “urban culture.” He doubted there was such a 

thing. My response was to pull out my copy of Robert Park’s classic essay on 

suggestions for studying the city and to extract Park’s use of the term, and, indeed, 

his use of the exact phrase “urban life and culture.” I sent the extract to Goffman 

and did not hear from him on this topic again. 

 

GOFFMAN ON FIELDWORK, SAN JOSE, 1974. For reasons I no longer 

recall, I undertook to organize a panel of presenters on the topic of doing fieldwork 

for the Pacific Sociological Association meeting in San Jose in March of 1974. I 

asked Sherri Cavan, Fred Davis, and Jackie Wiseman to speak. I also asked 

Goffman. To my surprise, he accepted. 

 

The event was held in a large, glass-walled ballroom of the sort sometimes seen in 

suburban California hotel-motels. The glass walls with many sliding glass doors 

deemphasized the transition from inside to outside and, on a mild and sunny day, 

which this was, made the setting virtually open-air. The rise of Goffman as a 

celebrity was on view at that session. The room was packed and the crowed flowed 

into the courtyard around the room. 
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As he often did, at the start of his talk Goffman asked that his remarks not be 

recorded. Knowing he was likely to say exactly that, some members of the audience 

were prepared to record his talk anyway, using inconspicuous recorders. One of the 

recordings was later given to me. 

 

GOFFMAN’s SAN JOSE TALK PUBLISHED. Some years after Goffman’s 

death, Lyn Lofland thought Goffman’s remarks were so useful that they ought to be 

transcribed and published. Gillian Sankoff gave her permission to do so and what 

he said that day in 1974 appears in the July, 1989 issue of the Journal of 

Contemporary Ethnography. 
  

LATER 1970s 
NOMINATING GOFFMAN FOR ASA PRESIDENT. In the later 1970s, 

some of us of an “epistemological left” leaning were growing restive over what we 

saw as epistemological right domination of the ASA. The ASA presidency was a 

convenient target of our restiveness. The thought came to mind that, if nominated, 

Goffman would surely be elected. Encouraged by others to undertake a petition 

drive at the 1980 ASA convention, I asked Goffman if he would stand for election if 

nominated and then serve if elected. He told me he would. With that green light, 

Lyn Lofland and I drew up and made copies of a simple petition to the ASA 

nominations committee for circulation at that convention. 

 

Lyn and I had been active in a number of ASA sections and knew a number of 

publishers who gave large parties. “Smoozing around” at various gatherings and 

getting other people to get other people to sign the petition was not at all hard. By 

that time, Goffman had already become an iconic figure. So the idea of him as ASA 

President was an “of course” matter. (Nonetheless I still like to take credit for 

helping to provide some of the leadership that give direction to that otherwise 

unorganized and undirected Goffman support.) 

 

I sent the assembled petition sheets through ASA formal channels and later heard 
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from a member of the Nominations Committee that its members had been rather 

miffed about being put under such petition pressure. But, the strength of the 

supporting sentiment and the justice of the cause made it difficult for the committee 

not to nominate him. I must admit, though, that the Nominations Committee stood 

Goffman against a candidate who was not widely known in the discipline (even 

though revered in some specialty areas) and made it perhaps too easy for him to 

win. (I was taken aback when Goffman asked me at one point “Who is [the name of 

the candidate he defeated]?”) 
  

VISITING GOFFMAN AT PAUL EKMAN’S HOME: “LET’S PUT 

THEM TOGETHER AND SEE WHAT THEY DO.” After Goffman’s 

election as ASA president and before he had appointed a program committee, there 

was a time when he and his spouse Gillan Sankoff were house-sitting the Paul 

Ekman home in the Berkeley hills while Ekman and his family were on vacation. 

Goffman invited Lyn and I to lunch for the purpose of helping to prepare a list of 

people to invite to be on his program committee. 

 

Mostly I remember long lists and much talk about how to achieve the various sorts 

of balance of factors that were involved. In this, Goffman was very serious and “real 

politic.” He wanted to get it right. (And I think he did.) 

 

At some point Lyn and I said that we had a young beagle in our car that we should 

take for a walk. Goffman perked up to an even higher state of alertness. It happens 

that the Ekman’s had left their small, family dog in the house with Goffman and 

Sankoff. We had greeted it and it had been wandering the premises, which included 

the broad decks outside large glass-window walls. 

 

Very interested, Goffman came with us down the hill to our car to see our beagle 

and, on sighting said, “let’s put them together and see what they do.” Lyn and I 

looked at each other a bit dubious about this, but I led our young dog up the stairs 

and onto the outdoor deck where the Ekman dog was lounging. Goffman was 
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looking intently. The dogs sniffed and walked around one another but lost even that 

interest fairly quickly. Goffman was disappointed. 

 

THE ASA PROGRAM COMMITTEE. The several days of face-to-face ASA 

program committee meetings over which Goffman presided were remarkable for 

being unremarkable. One major task was to select sessions and people to organize 

them. Another was to create a series of featured sessions. It was complicated, 

socially delicate and tedious work. Goffman came prepared with an abundance of 

well-organized file folders dealing with various sessions and other topics. With 

restraint and insight, he led discussion of decision-after-decision of the group of ten 

or so around a seminar-like table. 

 

Unlike ASA Presidents before or since, Goffman refused to designate a theme 

because he regarded such an action as puffery and even a kind of fraud. And he 

followed an obvious implication of such agnosticism. The job of the committee, in 

his view, was to put on display the best sociological work of whatever kind, topic, or 

subject. So, he urged the program committee to be pluralistic and I think the 

program turned out that way. (Footnote: It comes to mind that when Herbert 

Blumer was president of the Pacific Sociological Association, and I chaired his 

program committee, he also declined to name a program theme. “Interactionism as 

Anarchism” and all that.) 

 

(Other members of that ASA program committee, and ASA staff who were also 

literally at the table those several days, might well characterize Goffman’s role 

differently than I have.) 

 

PUBLISHING A REPLY TO DENZIN & KELLER. At one of the program 

committee meetings, Goffman asked me to his hotel room and sat me down to read a 

typescript draft of a review of Frame Analysis by Norman Denzin and Charles 

Keller that was scheduled to be published in Contemporary Sociology. The CS editor 

had sent it to Goffman in advance of publication and invited him to write a 
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rejoinder. He also handed me his draft rejoinder and asked me to read that while 

sitting there. 

 

I read (skimmed) both documents and we chatted back and forth on the pros and 

cons of responding or not. As we talked it become clear that Goffman had thought 

Contemporary Sociology was a specialty journal of some kind. He had not realized 

that the potential exchange would be published in the main ASA review journal. At 

that moment of realization, his doubts about responding evaporated and the 

discussion of whether to respond or not was over. (The exchange is in the January, 

1981 CS.) 
  

“I NEVER NEEDED ONE OF THESE.” After election as ASA president, 

Goffman first served a year as President-Elect through the convention of 1981 and 

before   “his” convention of 1982. I saw Goffman with some frequency as an 

organizational advisor at the 1981 convention. At one breakfast meeting we were 

poring over our respective hand-drawn convention schedule sheets, each containing 

a table showing convention days across the top and hours down the side. The cells 

were filled with scrawled events and appointments. At one point Goffman looked at 

me ruefully and declared, shaking the schedule sheet, “I never needed one of these 

before I got involved with . . . .” My memory of the last part of his declaration is 

hazy. He may have said “you” (meaning me) or something like “this stuff,” or “the 

likes of you.” 

 

I began to feel a bit guilty that I had been an agent of yanking Goffman from his 

organizational independence into a stint as an organizational man, a situation he 

took seriously but was clearly not the sort of thing to which he was accustomed or 

liked very much. Because he died of a possibly stress-induced disease in the midst of 

that stint, I feel guilty to this day. 

 

HAZARDS OF MEMORIES 
So, these are some of my memories of my experiences with Erving Goffman. In 
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concluding I want to stress the word “some” and the hazards of memories per se. 

 

 (1) There are many memories I have elected not to include (particularly Goffman’s 

negative views of the intellectual and personal qualities of certain sociologists). (2) 

Likely more important, I have forgotten the vast portion of my interaction with him. 

(3) Beyond that, I probably never had memories to forget regarding the largest part 

of my contact with the man. In sampling perspective, what I present above is an 

extremely small and arbitrary assemblage of memory traces. (4) Further, a great 

deal of what I think I remember and write above is likely inaccurate or plain wrong. 

After all, from quarter to half a century has passed between these experiences and 

my writing about them. Taking all these considerations together, the reader may be 

best advised not to believe hardly anything I think I recall. 

 

These same four problems also attend almost every other recent “remembering 

Goffman.” We might therefore best not believe very much of them either. 

  

Finally, let me repeat what I have just said in the language of law––of codes-of-

evidence and relevance. It is not for nothing that legitimate courts of law only admit 

testimony and other evidence that meet complex and demanding screening 

standards, which include rules of “hearsay” and tests of witness credibility. Hardly 

anything I have reported in this document has been put to legal, evidential scrutiny, 

much less passed such tests. Pretty much all of it has the status of mere gossip and 

hearsay uttered by a biased witness. Any alert attorney could and would have 

virtually all of it suppressed or at least excluded in any fair court of law. 

 

Other recent “rememberings” of Goffman have exactly the same dubious standing. 

Like my “memories,” recent “interviews” ought also to be regarded as problematic 

rather than breezily accepted as evidence of anything. 

 

More than other scholars, students of Goffman should surely be prepared to act on 

a major Goffman premise: nothing can easily be accepted as true, as “real reality.” 
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It is a profound betrayal of his memory and the values for which he stood to exempt 

from intense critical scrutiny the gossip about him now being pushed at us. People 

who are assembling this gossip and spreading it before the public have an especially 

grave responsibility. I urge them to exercise decent standards of evidence and 

relevance, and above all, discretion, respect, and humility.        

 

*     *    * 


