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Masks are arrested expressions and admirable echoes of 
feeling, at once faithful, discreet, and superlative. Living 
things in contact with the air must acquire a cuticle, and it is 
not urged against cuticles that they are not hearts; yet some 
philosophers seem to be angry with images for not being things, 
and with words for not being feelings. Words and images are 
like shells, no less integral parts of nature than are the sub­
stances they cover, but better addressed to the eye and more 
open to observation. I would not say that substance exists for 
the sake of appearance, or faces for the sake of masks, or the 
passions for the sake of poetry and virtue. Nothing arises in 
nature for the sake of anything else; all these phases and 
products are invol ved equally in the round of existence ..... 

George Santayana 1 

I Soliloquies in England and Later Soliloquies (New York: Scribner's, 
;922), pp.131-132. 
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PREFACE 

I mean this report to serve as a sort of handbook detailing 
one sociological perspective from which social life can be 
studied, especially the kind of social life that is organised 
within the physical confines of a building or plant. A set of 
features will be described which together form a framework that 
can be applied to any concrete social establishment, be it 
domestic, industrial, or commercial. 

I

The perspective employed in this report is that of the theat­
rical performance; the principles derived are dramaturgical 
ones. I shall consider the way in which the individual in ordin­
ary work situations presents himself and his activity to others, 
the ways in which he guides and controls the impression they 
form of him, and the kinds of things he may and may not do 
while sustaining his performance before them. In using this 
model I will attempt nor to make light of its obvious inadequa­
cies. The stage presents things that are make-believe; presum­
ably life presents things that are real and sometimes not well 
rehearsed. More important, perhaps, on the stage one player 

I presents himself in the guise of a ch"""cter to characters pro­
jected by other players; the audience constitutes a third party 
to tlle interaction-one that is essential and yet, if the stage 
performance were real, one that would not be there. In real life, 
the three parties 'are compressed into two; the part one indi­
·,dual plays is tailore:l to the parts played by the others pre­
sent, and yet these others also constitute the audience. Still 
other inadequacies in this model will be considered later. 

The illustrative materials used in this study are of mixed 
status: some are taken from respectable researches where qual­
ifi ed generali sations are gi ven concerning re Ii abl y recorded 
reg'ularities; some are taken from informal memoirs written by 
colourful people; many fall in between. The justification for 
chis approach (as I take to be the justification for Sirnmel" s 
also) is that the illustrations together fit into a coherent frame­
work that ties together bits of experience the reader has already 
ilad and provides the student with a guide worth testing in case­
studies'of institutional social life. 

The framework is presented in logical steps. The intro­
duction is necessarily abstract and may be skipped. 
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and correct the flaws before a stenographer, let alone a 
superior, saw the reports. 1 

Thir.dly, in those interactions where the individual pre­
sents a product to others, he will tend to show them only 
the end-product, and they will be led irito judging him on the 
basis of something that has been finished, polished, and 
packaged. In some cases, if very little effort was actually 
required to complete the object, this fact will be concealed. 
In other cases, it will be the long, tedious hours of lonely 
labour that will be hidden. For example, the urbane style 
affected in some scholarly books can be instructively compared 

.with tqe feveri sh drudgery the author may have endured in 
order to complete tQe index on time and the squabbles he 
may have had with his publisher in order to increase the 
size of the first letter of his last name as it appears on the 
cover of his book. 

A fourth discrepancy between appearances and overall 
reality may be cited. We find that there are many performances 
which could not have been given had not tasks been done 
which were physically unclean, semi-illegal, cruel, and de­
grading in other ways; but these disturbing facts are seldom 
expressed during a performance. In Hughes' terms, we tend 
to conceal from our audience all evidence of •dirty work,' 
whether we do this work in private or allocate to a servant, 
to tQe impersonal market, to a legitimate specialist, or to 
an iUegitimate one. 

Closely connected with the notion of dirty work is a 
fifth discrepancy between appearance and actual activity. 
We find that if the activity of an individual is to embody 
several ideal standards, then in order to make a good showing 
it is likely that some of these standards will be sustained in 
public by the private sacrifice of some of the others. Often, 
of course, tQe performer will sacrifice those standards whose 
loss can be concealed and will make this sacrifice in order 
to maintain those standards whose inadequate application 
could not be concealed. Thus, if a service is judged on 
the basis of speed and quality, quality is likely to fall before 
speed because poor quality can be concealed but not slow 
service. Similarly, if attendants in a mental ward are to 

maintain order and at the same time not hit patients, and if 
this combination of standards is difficult to maintain, then 
the unruly patient may be 'necked' with a wet towel and 
choked into submission in a way that leaves no visible evi­
dence of mistreatment. Absence of mistreatment can be 

1 Blau, op. cit., p. 184.
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faked, not order. 1 Here it would be incorrect to be too 
cynical. Often we find that if the principal ideal aims of 
an organization are to be achieved, then it will be necessary 
at times to bypass momentarily other ideals of the organization, 
while maintaining the impression that these other ideals 
are still in force. [n such cases, a sacrifice is made not 
for the most visible ideal but rather for the most legitimately 
important one. 2 

Finally, we find performers, often foster the impression 
that they had ideal motives for acquiring the role in which 
they are performing, that they have ideal qualifications for 
the role, and that it was not necessary for them to suffer 
any indignities, insults, and humiliations, ,or make any tacitly­
understood' deals,' in order to acquire the role. (While this 
general impression of sacred compatability between the man 
and his job is perhaps most commonly fostered by members 
of the higher professions, a similar element is found in many 
other fostered impressions.) Reinforcing these ideal impress­
ions we find a kind of • rhetoric of training,' whereby labour 
unions, universities, trade associati,ons, and other licensing 
bodies require practition ers to absorb a mystical range and 
period of training, in part to maintain a monopoly, but in 
part to foster the impression that the licenced practitioner 
is someone set apart from other men. 3 And so we find that 

1 Robert II. Willoughby, The Attendant in the State Mental Hosfital (un­
published Master's Thesis, Department of Sociology, University 0 Chicago, 
1953), p. 44. Willoughby adds, pp. 45-46; 
'Those rules, regulations, and orders which are most easily enforced 
are those which leave tangible evidence of having been either obeyed 
or disobeyed, such as rules pertaining to the cleaning of the ward, locking 
doors, the use of intoxicating liquors while On duty, the use of restraints, 
etc. ' 

2 An illustration is provided in a recent paper on the Navy: ·Charles Hunt 
Page, 'Bureaucracy's Other Face,' Social Forces, XXV, p. 90: 
• This characteristic (group-imposed secrecy) is not entirely attributable, 
by any means, to the fear of the members that un savoury elements will 
be brought to light. While this fear always plays some role in keeping 
off the record the' inside picture' of any bureaucracy, it is to one of the 
features of rhe informal structure itself that more importance must be 
assigned. For the informal structure. serves the very significant role 
of providinl\ a channel of circumvention of the formally prescribed rules 
and methods of procedure. No organization feels that it can afford 
to publicize those methods (by which certain problems are solved, it 
is important to note) which are antithetical to the officially sanctioned 
and, in this case, strongly sanctified methods dear to the traditions of 
the group.' 

3	 Anthony Weinlein, Pharmacy as a ProfeSSion in Wisconsin (unpublished 
Master's Thes; s, Department of Sociology, University of Chicago, 1943), 
reports, p.89, that pharmacists feel the four-year university course required 
for license is • good for the profession' but that some admit that a few 
"'onths of training is all that is really needed. The American army during 
World War II innocen tly trea ted trades such as pharmacy and watch­
repairing in a purely instrumental way and trained efficient practitioners 
in five or six weeks to the horror of established members of these trades. 
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clergymen give the impression that they entered the church 
because of a call of felt vocation, in America tending to 
conceal their interest in moving up socially, in Bri tain tending 
to conceal their interest in not moving too far down. And 
again, clergymen tend to give the impression that they have 
chosen their current congregation because of what they can 
offer it spiritually and not, ,as may in fact be the case, because 
the elders offered a good house or full payment of moving 
expenses. Similarly, medical schools in America tend to 
recruit their students partly on the basis of ethnic origins, 
and certainly patients, consider this factor in choosing their 
doctors; but in the actual interaction between doctor and 
patient the impression is allowed to develop that the doctor 
is ,a doctor because of special aptitudes as well as special 
training. Similarly, executives often project an air of com­
petency and general grasp of the situation, blinding them sel ves 
and others to the fact that they hold their jobs partly because 
they look like executives, not because they can work like 
executives. -1 Performers may even attempt to give the im­
pression that their present poise and proficiency are something 
they have always had and that they have never had co fumble 
their way through a learning period•. 

Interestingly enough" when the significance of unofficial 
qualifications becomes a scandal or political issue, then a 
few individuals who are obtrusively lacking in the informal 
qualifications may be admitted with fanfare and given a highly 
visible role as evidence of fair play. An impression of 
legitimacy is thus created. 2 

I have suggested that a performer tends to conceal or 
underplay those activities, facts, and moti ve s which are in­
compati ble with an idealized version of him sel f and hi s 
products. In addition, a performer often engenders in his 
audien,ce the belief that he is related to them in a more ideal 
way than is always the case. Two general illustrations 
may be cited. 

1 See, for example, Perrin Stryker, 'How Executives Get Jobs,' Fortune, 
August, 1953, p. 182: 

Few executives tealize how critically important their physical appearance 
may be to an employer. Placement expert Ann Hoff observes that em­
ployers nOw seem to be looking for an ideal • Hollywood type.' One 
company tej ected a candidate because he had • teeth that were too square' 
and others have been disqualified because their ears stuck out, or they 
drank and smoked too heavily durin$ an interview. Racial and religious 
requirements also are often frankly stipulated by employers.' 

2 See, for example, William ~ornhauser, 'The Negro Union Official: A study 
of Sponsotship and Control,' American loumal of Sociology, LVlI, 
pp.443-452, and SCOtt Greer, 'Situated Pressures and Functional Role 
of Ethnic Labor Leaders,' Social Forces, XXXII, pp.41-45. 
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First, individuals often foster the impression thtlt the 
routine they are presently performing is their only routine or 
at least their most essential one. As previously suggested, 
the audience, in t~eir tum, often assume that the character 
projected before them is all there is to the iridividual who 
acts out the projection for them. As suggested in the well­
known quotation from William James: 
.... we may practically say that he has as many different social 
selves as there are distinct groups of persons 'abou't whose opinion 
he cares. He generally shows a different side of himself to each 
of these different groups. Many a youth who is demute enough before 
his parents and teachers, swears and swaggers like a pirate among 
his 'tough' young friends. We do not show ourselves to our children 
as to our club companions, to ,our customets as to the labouters we 
employ, to our own masters and employers as to our intimate friends. 1 

As both effect and enabling cause of this kind of commitment to 
the part one is currently performing, we find that audience seg­
regation occurs; by audience segregation the individual en­
sures that those before whom he plays one of his parts will not 
be the same individuals before whom he plays a different 
part in another setting. Audience segregation as a device 
for protectirig fost'ered impressions will be considered later. 
Here I would like only to note that even if performers attempted 
to break down this segregation, and the illusion that is 
fostered by it, audiences would often prevent such action. 
The aU1ience can see a great saving of time and emotional 
energy in the right to ,treat the performer at occup ational 
face-value, as if the performer were all and only what his 
uniform claimed him to be. 2 Urb\ln life would become un­
bearably sticky for some if every contact between two 
individuals entailed a 
and secrets. Thus if 
dinner, he may seek the 
wife. 

Secondly,	 performers 

sharing of personal trials, worries, 
a man wants to b,e served a restful 
service of a waitress rather than a 

tend to foster the impression that 
their current performance of their routine and their relationship 
to their current audience have something special and unique 
about them. The routirie character of the performance is 
obscured (the performer him self is typically unaware of just 
how routinized his performance really is) and the spontaneous 
aspects of the situation are stressed. The medical performer 
provides an 0 bviou s exampl e.' As one writer suggests: 

..J..	 .... he must simulate a memory. The patient, conscious of the 
unique impOrtance of the events occurring within him, remembers 

1 William James, The Philosophy of Ihlliam lames (Modem Library ed.; 
New York: Random House, n. d.), pp.128-129. 

2 I am grateful to Warren Peterson for this and other suggestions. 
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everything and, in his delight in telling the doctor about it, suffers
 
from 'complete recall.' The patient can't believe that the doctor
 
doesn't remember tOO, and his pride is deeply wounded if the latter
 
allows him ,to perceive that he doesn't carry in the forefront of his
 
mind precisely what kind of tablets he prescribed on his last visit,
 
how many of them to be taken and when. 1
 

Similarly, as a recent study of Chicago doctors suggests, a 
general practitioner presents a specialist to a patient as the 
best choice on technical grounds, but in fact the sp ecialist 
may have been chosen partly because of collegial ties with 
the referring doctor, or because of a split-fee arrangement, or 
because of some other clearly defined quid pro quo between the 
two medical men. 2 [n our commercial life this characteristic 
of perfonnances has been exploited and maligned under the 
rubric 'personalized service;' in other areas of life we make 
jokes about 'the bed-side manner' or 'the glad hand.' (We 
often neglect to mention that as performers in the role of client 
we tactfully uphold this personalizing effect by ateempting to 
give the impression that we have not' shopped' for the service 
and would not consider obtaining it elsewhere.) Perhaps it 
is our guilt that has directed our attention to these areas of 
crass pseudo-gemeinschajt, for there is hardly a performance, 
in whatever area, of life, which does not rely on the personal 
touch to exaggerate the uniqueness of the transactions between 
perfonner and audience. For example, ,we feel a slight dis­
appointment when we hear a close friend, whose spontaneous 
gestures of wannth we felt were our own preserve" talk 
intimately with another of his friends (especially one whom 
we do n01 know). 3 

lC.Ej.LJoad, 'On Doctors,' The New Statesman and Nation, March 7.
 
1953, pp. 255-256.
 

2 Solomon, Opt cit., p. 146.
 
3 An explicit statement of this is given in an early American guide to
 

manners, The Canons of Good Breeding: or the Handbook of the Man of
 
Fashion (Philadelphia: Lee and Blanchard, 1839), p. 87:
 
•If you have paid a compliment to one man, or have used toward him any
 
expression of particular civility, you should not show the same conduct
 
to any other person in his presence. For example, if a gentleman comes
 
to 'your house and you tell him with warmth and interest that you' are
 
glad to see him,' he will be pleased with the attention, and will probably
 
thank you; but if he hears you say the same thing to twenty other people,
 
he will not only perceive that your courtesy was worth nothing, but he
 
will feel some resentment at having been imposed on.'
 

;~ L. 
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Maintenance of Expressive Control 

Ii has been suggested that the performer can rely upon 
his audience to accept minor cues as a sign of something 
important about his performance. This convenient fact has an 
inconvenient implication. By virtue of the same sign-accepting 
tendency, the audience may misunderstand the meaning that a 
cue was designed to convey, or may read an embarrassing 
meaning into gestures or events that we're accidental, in­
advertent, incidental or not meant by the perf~riner to carry 
any meaning whatsoever. 

[n response to these communication contingencies, per­
form ers commonly attempt to exert a kind, of synecdochic 
responsibility, making sure that as many as possible of the 
minor events in the performance, however instrumentally in­
con sequential these events may be, will occur in such a way 
as to convey either no impression or an impression that is 
compatible and consistent with the overall definition of the 
situation that is being fostered. When the audience is known 
to be secretly sceptical of the reality that is being impressed 
upon them, we have been ready to appreciate their tendency 
to pounce on trifling flaws as a sign that the whole show is 
false; but as students of social life we have been less ready 
to appreciate that even sympathetic audiences can be moment­
arily disturbed, shocked, and weakened in their faith by the 
discovery of a picayune discrepancy in the impressions 
presented to them. 'Some of these minor accidents and 'unmeant 
gestures' happen to be so aptly designed to give an impression 
that contradicts the one fostered by the performer that the 
audience cannot help but be startled from a proper degree of 
in vol vement in the interaction, even though the audience may 
realize that in the last analysis the discordant event is really 
meaningless and ought to be completely overlooked.' The 
crucial point is not that the fleeting definition of the situation 
caused by an unmeant gesture is itself so blameworthy but 
rather merely that it is different from the definition officially 
projected. This difference forces an acutely embarrassing 
wedge between the official projection and reality, for it is part 
of the official projection that it is the only possible one under 
the circumstances. Perhaps, then, we should not analyze 
performances in terms of mechanical standards, by which a 
Iarge gain can offset a small loss, ,or a large weight a smaller 
one. Artistic imagery would be more accurate, for it prepares 
us for the fact that a single note off key can disrupt the tone 
of an entire performance. 
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In our societv, some unmeant gestures occur in such a 
wide variety of performances and convey impressions that <Ire 
in general so incompatible with the ones being fostered that 
these inopportune events have acquired collective symbolic 
status. Three rough groupings of these events may be 
mentioned. First, a performer may accidentally convey in­
capacity, impropriety, or disrespect by momentarily losing 
muscular control of himself. He may trip, stumhle, fall; he 
may belch, yawn, make a slip of the tongue, scratch himself, 
or. be flatulent; he may accidentally impinge upon the hody 
of another participant. Secondly, the performer may act in 
such a way as to give the impression that he is coo much or 
too little concerned with the interaction. lIe may stutter. 
forget his lines, appear nervous, or guilty, or selfconsciolJs; 
he may give way to inappropriate outbursts of laughter, ·nnger, 
or other kinds of affect which momentarily incap:lciuHc hioll 
as an interactant; he may show too much serious involvcment 
and interest, or too little. fhir-lly,the performer may nllow 
his presentation to suffer from inadequate dramaturgical 
direction. The setting may not have been put in or.ler, or may 
ha ve become readi ed for the wrong perform ance, or rna y become 
deranged during the performance; unforeseen contin gcncies 
may cause improper timing of the per[onner's nrriV'11 or 
departure or may cause embarrassing lulls to occur during the 
interaction. I 

Performances differ, of course, in the degree of item hy 
item expressive care required of them. In the case of some 
cui tures foreign to us, we are ready to see a high degree of 
expressi ve coherence. Granet, for exam pI e, .suggests thi s of 
filial performances in China: 

Their fine toilet is in itself a homage. 111eir good deportment will 
be accounted an offering of respect. In the presence of parents, gravity 
is requisite: one J'liust therefore be careful not to belch, to sneeze, ro 
cough, to yawn, to blow one's nose nor to spit. t'.veryexpectoration 
would run the risk of soiling the paternal sanctity. lr would be a crime 
to show the lining of one's garments. To show the father that one is 
treating him as a Chief, One ought always to stand in his presence, the 
eyes right, the body upright upon the twO legs, never daring to lean 

lOne way of handling inadvenen t disruptions is for the intetactants to 
laugh at them as a sign that the expressive implications of the disruptions 
have been understood but not taken seriously. Assuming this, Bergson's 
essay On laughter can be taken as a description of the ways in which we 
expect the perfr,rmer to adhere to human capacities for movement, of the 
tendency for the audience to impure these capacities to the performer 
from the start of the intera.ction, and of the ways in which this effective 
projecrion is disrupted when the performer moves in a non-human fashion. 
Similarly, Freud's essay On wit and the psychopathology of e.eryday life 
can be taken, at one level, as a description of the ways in which we 
expect performers to have achieved cenain standards of tact, modesty, 
and vinuc, and as a description of ways in which these effective pro­
jections can be discredited by slips that are hilarious to the layman hut 
symptomatic to analysts. 
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upon any object, nor to bend, nor to srand On one foot. It is tbus thar 
with the low and humble voice which becomes a follower, one comes 
night and morning to pay homage. After Which, one waits for orders. 1 

We are also to see that in scenes involving high personages 
in symbolically important actions" consistency, too, will be 
demanded. Sir Frederick Ponsonby, late Equerry at the 
British Court, .writes: 

\lihen I attended a 'e.ouct' I was always struck by the incongruous 
music the band played, and determined to do what I could to have thi s 
remedied. Th e majo:ity of the Household, being yuite unmusical, 
clamoured for popular airs.. . . I argued' that these popular airs 
robbed the ceremony of ail dignity. A presentation at Court was often 
a great event in a lady's life, but if she went past the King and Queen 
to rhe tune of 'His nose was redder than it was,' the whole impression 
was spoilt. I maintainec'· that minuets and old-fashioned airs, operatic 
music with a • mysterious' touch, were what was wanted. 2 

I also took up the question of the music played by the band of 
the guard of honour at investitures and wrote to the Senior Bandmaster, 
Caprain Rogan, on the subject. 'khat I disliked was seeing eminent 
men being knighted while comic songs were being played by the band 
outside; also when the Home Secretary was reading .out impressively 
some particularly h'"oic deed which had been performed by a man who 
was to receive the Albert Medal, the band outside played a cwo-step, 
Which robbed the Whole ceremony of any dignity. I suggested operatic 
music of a dramatic nature being played, and he entirely agreed ....3 

Similarly, ·at middle-class American funerals, a hearse driver, 
decorously dressd in black and tactfully located at the out­
skirts of the cemetery during the service, ·may be allowed to 
smoke, but he is likely to shock and anger the bereaved '"if 
he happens to flick his cigarette stu b into a bush, letting it 
describe an elegant are,' instead of circumspectly dropping 
it at his feet. 4 

In addition to our appreciation of the consistency required 
on sacred occasions, we readily appreciate that during secular 
conflicts, especially high-level conflicts, each protagonist. 
will have to watch his own conduct. carefully lest he give 
the opposition a vulnerable point at which to direct criticism. 
Thus, . Dale, in discussing the wode contingencies of higher 
ci viI servants, suggests: 

An even closer scrutiny (than that accorded to statements) is 
applied to drafts of official letters: for an incorrect statement or an 
unhappy phrase in a letter of which the substance is perfectly harmless 
and rhe subject unimportant may COver the Department with confusion 
if it happens to be seized On by one of the many persons to whom 
rhe most trivial mist:.ke of a Government Department is a dainty dish 
to set before the public. Three Or four years of this discipline during 
the still receptive years from twenty-four t9 twenty-eight suffuse the 
mind and character permanently with a passion for preci se facts and 
close inferences, and with a grim distrust of vague generalities. 5 

I Marcel Granet, Chinese CiVilization, trans. Innes and Brailsford (London:
Kegan Paul, 1930), p. 328. 

2 POnsonby, op. cit., pp. 182-183. 
3 Ibid., p. 183. 

4l1abenstein, fotthcoming work previously cited. 
5 Dale, op. cit., p. 81. 
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In spite of our willingness to appreciate the expressi ve 
requirements of these several kinds of situations, we tend 
to see these situations as special cases; we tend to blind 
ourselves to the fact that everyday secular performances 
in our own Anglo-American society must often pass a strict 
test of aptness, ·fitness, propriety, 'and decorum. Perhaps this 
blindness is partly due to the fact that as performers we are 
often more conscious of the standards which we might have 
applied to our activity but have not than of the standards we 
unthinkingly apply. In any case, as students we must be ready 
to examine the dissonance created by a misspelled word, or by 
a slip that is not quite concealed by a skirt; and we must be 
ready to appreciate why a near-sighted plumber, ,to protect the 
impression of rough strength that is de rigueur in his pro­
fession, ,feels it necessary to sweep his spectacles into his 
pocket. when the housewife's approach changes his work into 
a performance, or why a television repairman is advised by 
his public relations counsels that the screws he fails to put 
back into the set should be kept alongside his own so that 
the unreplaced parts will not give an improper impression. 
In other words, ,we must be prepared to see that the impression 
of reality fostered by a performance is a delicate, ,fragile thing 
that can be shattered by very minor mishaps. 

The expressive coherence that is required in performances 
points out a crucial discrepancy between our all-too-hum~ 

selves and our socialized selves. As human beings we are 
presumably creatures of variable impulse with moods and 
energ1es that change from one moment to the next. As 
characters put on for an audience, however, we must not be 
subject to ups and downs. As Durkheim suggested, we do 
not allow our higher social activity 'to follow in the trail 
of our bodily states, as our sensations and our general bodily 
consciousness do.' 1 A certain bureaucratization of the 
spirit is expected so that we can be relied upon to give a 
perfectly homogeneous performance at every appointed time. 
As Santayana suggests, the socialization process not only 
transfigures, it fixes: 

But whether the visage we assume be a joyful or a sad one, in 
'adopting and emphasizing it we define our sovereign temper. Hence­
forth, so long as we continue under the spell of this self-knowl edge, 
we do not merely live but act; we compose and play our chosen 
character, we wear the buskin of deliberation, we defend and idealize 
our passions, we encourage ourselves eloquently to be what we are, 
devoted or scornful or careless or austere; we soliloquize (before an 
imaginary audience) and we wrap ourselves gracefully in the mantle 
of our inalienable part. So draped, we solicit applause and expect 

1 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. 
J. W.Swain (London: Allen & Unwin, 1926), p. 272.
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to die amid a universal hush. We profess to live up to the fine senti ­

ments we have uttered, as we try to believe in the religion we profess.
 
The greater our difficulties the greater our zeal. Under our published
 
principles and plighted language we must assiduously hide' all the
 
inequalities of our moods and conduct, and this without hypocrisy,
 
since our deliberate character is more truly ourself than is the flux
 
of our involuntary dreams. The portrait we paint in this way and
 
exhibit as our true person may well be in the grand manner, with column
 
and curtain and distant landscape and finger pointing to the terrestial
 
globe or to the Yorick-skull of philosophy; hut if this style 1S native
 
to us and our art is vital, the more it transmutes its model the deeper
 
and truer art it will be. The severe bust of an a:chaic sculpture,
 
scarcely humanizing the block, will express a spirit far more justly
 
than the man's dull morning looks or casual grimaces. Every one
 
who is sure of his rr.ind, or proud of his office, or anxious about his
 
duty assumes a tra~ic mask. He deputes it to he himself and transfers
 
to it almost all hIS vanity. While still alive and subject, like all
 
existing things, to the undennining flux of his own substance, he
 
has crystallized his soul into an idea, and mOre in pride than in sorrow
 
he has offered up his life on the altar of the Muses. Self-knowledge,
 
like any art or science, renders its subject-matter in a new medium,
 
the medium of ideas, in which it loses its old dimensions and its old
 
place. . Our animal habits are transmuted by conscience into loyalties
 
and duties, and we become' persons' or masks. 1
 

And if our social front helps us to sustain a worthy social • 
note, we muse, as Simone de Beauvoir says, live up to the 
fixed character of our inanimate sign equipment. 

Even if each woman dresses in confonnit)' with her status, a game
 
is still being played: artifice, like art, belon~s to the reaLn of the
 
imaginary. It is not only that girdle, braSSIere} hair-dye, make-up
 
disguise body and face; but that the least sophisticated of women,
 
once she is dressed,' does not present herself to observation; she is,
 
1ike th e picture or the statue, or the actor on the stage, an agent
 
through whom is suggested someOne not there-that is, the character
 
she represents, but is not. It is this identification with something
 
unreal, fixed, perfect as th e hero 0 f a novel, as a portrait or a bust,
 
that gratifies her; she strives to identify herself with this figure and
 
thus to seem to herself to be stabilized, justified in her splendor. 2
 

Mi srepresentati on 

!t was suggested earlier that an audience is able to orient 
itself in a situation by accepting performed cues on faith, 
treating these signs as evidence of something greater than 
or different from the sign-vehicles themselves. If this ten­
dency of the audience to accept signs places the performer 
in a position to be misunderstood and makes it necessary 
for him to exercise expressive care regarding everything he 
does when before the audience, so 'also this sign-accepting 
tendency puts the audience in a position to be duped and 
misled, for there are few signs that cannot be used to 
attest co the presence of something that is not really there. 
And it is plain that many performers have ample capacity 

I Santayana, op. cit., pp. 133-134. 
2 Simone de 13eauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley (New York: 

Knopf, 1953), p. 533. 
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and motive to misrepresent the facts; only shame" guilt, or 
fear prevent them from doing so•. 

As members of the audience it is natural for us to feel 
that the impression th e perform er seek s to gi ve may be true 
or false, genuine or spurious" valid or 'phony.' So common 
is this social doubt that observers often give special attention 
to features of the performance that cannot be readily man­
ipl.1lated, ,thus enabling themselves to judge the reliability 
of the more misrepresentable cues in the performance. (Scien­
tific police work and projective testing are extreme examples 
of the application of this tendency.) And if we grudgingly 
allow certain symbols of status to establish a performer's right 
to a given treatment, we are al ways ready to pounce on chinks 
in his symbolic armour in order to discredit his pretensions. 

When we think of those who present a false front or 'only' 
a front, of those who dissemble, deceive, and defraud, we 
think of a descrepancy between fo stered appearances and 
reality. We also think of the precarious position in which 
these performers place them sel Yes, for at any moment in their 
performance an event may occur to catch them out and baldly 
contradict what they have openly avowed, bringing them 
immediate humiliation and sometimes permanent loss of 
reputation. We often feel that it is just these terrible event­
ualities, whi ch arise from being caught out, flagrante delicto, 
in a patent act of misrepresentation, tflat an honest performer 
is able to avoid. This common-sense :view has limited an­
alytiCalutility. 

Sometimes when we ask whether a fostered impression 
is true or false we really m~an tq ask whether or not the 
performer is authorized to give the performance in question, 
and we are not primarily concerned with the actual performance 
itself. .When we discover that someone with whom we have 
dealings is an impostor and out-and-out fraud, we ;Ire discover­
ing that he did not have the right to play the part he played, 
that he was not an accredited incumbent of the relevant status. 
We assume that the impostor's performance, in addition to the 
fact that it misrepresents him, will be at fault in other ways, 
but often his masquerade is discovered before we can detect 
any other difference between the false performance and the 
legitimate one which it simulates. Paradoxically, the more 
closely the impostor's performance approximates to the real 
thing, the more intensely we may be threatened, for a competent 
performance by someone who proves to be an impostor may 
weaken in our minds the sacred connection between legitimate 
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authorization to playa part and the capacity to play it. (Skilled 
mimics, who admit all along that their intentions are unserious, 
seem to provide one way in which we can 'work through' 
some of these anxieties.) 

The social definition of impersonation, however, 1S not 
itself a very consistent thing. For exampl e, ,while it is felt 
to be an inexcusable crime against communication to im­
personate someone of sacred status, such as a doctor or a 
priest, we are often less concerned when someone impersonates 
a member of a disesteen:Jed, non-crucial, profane status, ,such 
as that of a hobo or unskill ed worker. When a disclosure 
shows that we have been participating with a performer who 
has a higher status than he 1ed us to believe, there is good 
Christian precedent for our reacting with wonderment and 
chagrin rather than with hostility. Mythology and our popular 
magazines, in fact, are full of romantic stories in which the 
villain and the hero both make fraudulent claims that are 
discredited in the last chapter, the villain proving not to have 
a high status, the hero proving not to have a low one. 

Further, while we may take a harsh view of performers 
such as confidence men who knowingl y misrepresent every 
fact about their lives, we may have some sympathy for those 
who have but one fatal flaw and who attempt to conceal the 
fact that they are, for example, ex-convicts, deflowered, 
epileptic or racially impure, instead of admitting their fault 
and making an honourable attempt to live it down. Also, we 
distinguish between impersonation of a specific, concrete 
individual, which we usually feel is quite inexcusable, and 
impersonation of category membership, which we may feel 
less strongly about.' So, too, we often feel differently about 
those who misrepresent themselves to forward what they feel 
are the just claims of a collectivity, or those who misrepresent 
themselves accidentally or for a lark, .than about those who 
misrepresent themselves for private psychological or material 
gain. 

Finally, since there are senses in which the concept of 
'a status' is not clear-cut, so there are senses in which the 
concept of impersonation is not clear either. For example, 
we obviously find that there are many statuses iii which 
membership is not subjec~ to formal ratification. Claims to 
be a law graduate can be established as valid or invalid, hut 
claims to be a friend, a true believer, or a music lover can be 
confirmed or disconfirmed only more-or-less. Where standards 
of competence are not objective, and where bona fide practi­
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