
symbolic interactionism goffman
symbolic interactionism goffman represents a critical intersection in sociological theory, where
the foundational principles of symbolic interactionism are deeply explored through the works of Erving
Goffman. Goffman, a pioneering sociologist, expanded the understanding of everyday social
interactions by focusing on the symbolic meanings that individuals assign to their behaviors and the
social roles they perform. This article delves into the core concepts of symbolic interactionism as
interpreted and developed by Goffman, highlighting his unique contributions such as dramaturgical
analysis and the concept of stigma. By examining Goffman’s approach, readers gain insight into how
social reality is constructed through interaction and the performance of self in various contexts. This
comprehensive overview also discusses the theoretical background, key themes, and practical
implications of Goffman’s work within symbolic interactionism. The article is structured to cover the
historical roots of symbolic interactionism, Goffman’s biographical context, his major theoretical
contributions, and the influence of his ideas on contemporary sociology.
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Historical Background of Symbolic Interactionism
Symbolic interactionism is a sociological framework that emphasizes the role of symbols and
language as core elements of human interaction. Originating in the early 20th century, this
perspective was heavily influenced by the pragmatist philosophy of George Herbert Mead and the
interpretive sociology of Max Weber. Symbolic interactionism focuses on how individuals create,
negotiate, and interpret meanings in social contexts, asserting that human behavior is largely shaped
by these interactions.

The theory asserts that society is not a static structure but a dynamic process continually constructed
through interaction. Key concepts include the use of symbols—such as language, gestures, and
objects—to communicate and the development of the self through social experience. This foundation
set the stage for Erving Goffman’s later work, which deepened the analysis of everyday social
encounters and the construction of social reality.



Erving Goffman: Life and Sociological Context
Erving Goffman (1922–1982) was a Canadian-American sociologist whose influential work reshaped
the study of social interaction within symbolic interactionism. Goffman’s career spanned several
decades during which he produced seminal texts that remain central to sociological inquiry. His
academic background included studies at the University of Toronto and the University of Chicago,
where he was influenced by the Chicago School of Sociology, known for its emphasis on empirical
research and urban sociology.

Goffman’s sociological perspective was marked by a focus on micro-level interactions and the subtle
nuances of face-to-face communication. His ethnographic approach and detailed observation of social
behavior allowed him to develop theories that revealed the performative and expressive elements of
everyday life. Goffman’s work bridged classical symbolic interactionism with modern sociological
concerns about identity, social order, and stigma.

Goffman’s Theoretical Contributions to Symbolic
Interactionism
Goffman made several groundbreaking contributions that enriched symbolic interactionism by
exploring the dramaturgical nature of social life and the management of self-presentation. Unlike
prior theorists who emphasized cognitive processes in meaning-making, Goffman highlighted the
performative aspects of interaction and the roles individuals play as social actors.

His theoretical innovations include concepts such as:

Impression Management: The process by which individuals control the image they present to
others to influence perceptions.

Face: The positive social value a person claims during interaction, which they strive to
maintain.

Front Stage and Back Stage: Metaphors describing how individuals perform differently in
public versus private settings.

Stigma: The discrediting attribute that reduces an individual’s social identity in the eyes of
others.

These contributions provided a nuanced understanding of how social order is maintained through
interaction rituals and how identity is negotiated in real-time exchanges.

Dramaturgical Analysis: Life as Performance
One of Goffman’s most influential concepts is dramaturgical analysis, which interprets social
interaction as a theatrical performance. According to this framework, individuals are actors who
present themselves on a metaphorical stage, using various props, scripts, and settings to convey
desired impressions.

In dramaturgical terms, social life is organized into two main regions:



Front Stage: The public arena where individuals perform roles and adhere to social norms to1.
create a favorable impression.

Back Stage: The private sphere where individuals can relax, drop their public persona, and2.
prepare for future performances.

This approach emphasizes the strategic nature of social interaction and the continuous effort required
to maintain a coherent identity. Through impression management, individuals engage in a complex
negotiation of meaning that shapes their social reality.

The Concept of Stigma and Social Identity
Goffman’s analysis of stigma represents a vital extension of symbolic interactionism, focusing on how
individuals with socially discrediting attributes manage their identities. Stigma refers to an attribute,
behavior, or reputation that is socially devalued and leads to discrimination or exclusion.

Goffman categorizes stigma into three types:

Physical Deformities: Visible bodily impairments or disabilities.

Character Blemishes: Perceived flaws in an individual’s personality or behavior, such as
addiction or criminality.

Tribal Stigma: Stigmatization based on race, ethnicity, or religion.

Individuals with stigma develop coping strategies such as passing, covering, or withdrawing to
manage social interactions and preserve a sense of self-worth. Goffman’s work on stigma highlights
the intersection between identity, social perception, and power dynamics within symbolic
interactionist theory.

Applications and Legacy of Goffman’s Work in
Sociology
Erving Goffman’s contributions continue to influence a wide range of sociological research areas,
including identity studies, social psychology, communication, and organizational behavior. His insights
into the performative aspects of social life provide valuable tools for analyzing interactions in diverse
settings, from everyday conversations to institutional environments.

Applications of Goffman’s theories include:

Understanding the role of face-to-face interaction in shaping social norms and expectations.

Examining the social construction of identity and the management of self-presentation in digital
media.

Investigating the experiences of marginalized groups and the impact of stigma on social



inclusion.

Analyzing organizational culture and the symbolic dimensions of workplace behavior.

Goffman’s legacy endures as scholars continue to build upon his foundational concepts, reinforcing
the importance of symbolic interactionism in explaining the complexities of human social life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is symbolic interactionism according to Erving Goffman?
Symbolic interactionism, as interpreted by Erving Goffman, is a sociological perspective that focuses
on how individuals create and interpret social reality through everyday interactions using symbols,
gestures, and language.

How did Goffman contribute to the development of symbolic
interactionism?
Goffman contributed to symbolic interactionism by emphasizing the dramaturgical approach, where
social life is viewed as a theatrical performance and individuals manage their impressions in social
interactions to shape others' perceptions.

What is the 'presentation of self' in Goffman's symbolic
interactionism?
The 'presentation of self' refers to Goffman's concept that individuals perform roles in everyday life,
similar to actors on a stage, to control how others perceive them and to maintain a desired social
identity.

How does Goffman’s concept of 'face' relate to symbolic
interactionism?
Goffman's concept of 'face' pertains to the positive social value a person claims during interactions,
and managing 'face' involves strategies to maintain self-esteem and social harmony, aligning with
symbolic interactionism’s focus on meaning-making in social interactions.

What role do 'front stage' and 'back stage' play in Goffman’s
theory?
In Goffman's dramaturgical metaphor, 'front stage' is where individuals perform and adhere to social
norms in public, while 'back stage' is where they can relax and be themselves, highlighting the
symbolic interactionist idea of varied social performances.



How does Goffman’s work help understand stigma in social
interactions?
Goffman’s book 'Stigma' explores how individuals with socially discrediting attributes manage their
identity and interactions, demonstrating symbolic interactionism’s focus on the negotiation of
meaning and identity in social contexts.

Can Goffman’s symbolic interactionism be applied to digital
communication?
Yes, Goffman’s ideas about impression management and social performance are highly relevant to
digital communication, where individuals curate online personas and manage interactions through
social media platforms.

What criticisms exist regarding Goffman’s approach to
symbolic interactionism?
Critics argue that Goffman’s focus on micro-level interactions and performance may overlook larger
social structures and power dynamics, potentially limiting the scope of symbolic interactionism to
individual agency over systemic factors.

Additional Resources
1. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life
Erving Goffman's seminal work explores how individuals perform roles in social interactions much like
actors on a stage. The book introduces the concept of dramaturgy, emphasizing the ways people
manage impressions in everyday situations. It is foundational for understanding symbolic
interactionism and the construction of self-identity.

2. Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience
In this book, Goffman delves into the ways people organize and understand experiences through
"frames," which shape perception and communication. It highlights how social realities are
constructed and maintained through interaction. This text is crucial for grasping how symbolic
interactionism explains the interpretation of social situations.

3. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity
Goffman examines the social processes involved when individuals are stigmatized due to attributes
that deviate from societal norms. The book discusses how people manage their identities and
navigate social interactions under the shadow of stigma. It offers deep insights into identity, labeling,
and social interaction.

4. Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior
This collection of essays by Goffman focuses on the rituals and rules governing face-to-face
interactions. It explores concepts like "face" and politeness strategies, shedding light on the subtleties
of social interaction. The book is essential for understanding the micro-level mechanisms of symbolic
interactionism.

5. Behavior in Public Places: Notes on the Social Organization of Gatherings



Goffman investigates the patterns and structures of behavior in public settings, from casual
encounters to organized gatherings. The book reveals how social norms and interactions shape public
life. It contributes to symbolic interactionism by detailing the context-dependent nature of social
behavior.

6. Gender Advertisements
In this analysis, Goffman explores how advertisements communicate and reinforce gender roles
through symbolic imagery and interaction. The book demonstrates the subtle ways media shapes
social expectations and identity. It is relevant for understanding the intersection of symbolic
interactionism with media and gender studies.

7. Encounters: Two Studies in the Sociology of Interaction
This work comprises two studies by Goffman that analyze the dynamics of social encounters and the
negotiation of meaning. It highlights how individuals co-create social reality through interaction. The
book is valuable for those interested in the empirical application of symbolic interactionism.

8. Forms of Talk
Goffman categorizes different styles and functions of conversation, revealing how talk is structured
and used to manage social relationships. The book offers a detailed look at verbal interaction as a key
site for identity formation and social order. It enriches symbolic interactionist perspectives on
communication.

9. Relations in Public: Microstudies of the Public Order
This collection examines the subtle rules and negotiations that govern social order in public spaces.
Goffman provides micro-level analyses of interactions that maintain societal norms and cohesion. The
book enhances understanding of symbolic interactionism by focusing on the everyday maintenance of
social structure.
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reveals the structure of Goffman’s theory by way of mapping the main themes, topics, concepts,
empirical referents, methodological principles and theoretical frameworks relevant to the structure
of his thought. A fresh examination of the structure of Goffman’s work that sheds light on the core of
his unique approach, this new study of one of the central figures of sociology constitutes an
important contribution to scholarship in social theory and the history of sociology.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Goffman's Legacy A. Javier Treviño, 2003 Erving Goffman
(1922-82) was arguably one of the most influential American sociologists of the twentieth century. A
keen observer of the interaction order of everyday life, Goffman's books, which have sold in the
hundreds of thousands, continue to be widely read and his concepts have permanently entered the
sociology lexicon. This volume consists of ten original essays, all written by prominent Goffman
scholars, that critically assess Goffman's many contributions to various areas of study, including
functionalism, social psychology, ethnomethodology, and feminist theory.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Beyond Goffman Stephen H. Riggins, 2011-04-20 No
detailed description available for Beyond Goffman.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: The Interaction Order Norman K. Denzin, 2019-02-12 This
volume brings together leading scholars in the area of symbolic interactionism to offer a broad
discussion of issues including identity, dialogue and legitimacy.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Negotiating Identity Susie Scott, 2015-10-12 Identity is
never just an individual matter; it is intricately shaped by our experiences of social life. Taking a
Symbolic Interactionist approach, and drawing on Goffman’s dramaturgical theory, Susie Scott
explores the micro-social processes of interaction through which identities are created, maintained,
challenged and reinvented. With a focus on empirical studies as illustrations, classic sociological
theory is applied to contemporary examples. Each chapter focuses on a key dimension of how
identities are negotiated in the drama of everyday life, from politeness and face-saving rituals to
secrecy, lies and deception. Goffman’s ideas are explored in relation to self-presentation,
role-making, group interaction and public behaviour, while language and discourse are shown to
help people to give credible identity performances and to frame social situations. The book reveals
how social selves change over the life course through stigma, labelling and deviant careers, and how
life in a total institution can radically transform its members' identities. Through all of these
processes, self and society are shown to be intertwined. This insightful approach will appeal to
students taking a range of courses in the sociology of the self, identity, interaction and everyday life
  symbolic interactionism goffman: The SAGE Handbook of Sociolinguistics Ruth Wodak,
Barbara Johnstone, Paul E Kerswill, 2011 This Handbook answers a long-standing need for an
up-to-date, comprehensive, international, in-depth critical survey of the history, trajectory, data,
results and key figures involved in sociolinguistics. The result is a work of unprecedented coverage
and insight. It is all here, from the foundational contributions to the field to the impact of new media,
new technologies of communication, globalization, trans-border fluidities and agendas of research.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Sociology in Perspective Mark Kirby, 2000 This text,
specifically for AQA specifications, is designed to be easy and encouraging for students to use. The
book contains updated material and activities together with a new chapter on study skills. It also
indicates clearly where activities meet the new evidence requirements for key skills.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Erving Goffman Greg Smith, 2006-09-27 Goffman is a
major figure in twentieth century sociology who was also widely influential beyond academic
sociology Smith's book offers a compact guide to Goffman's key ideas and the debates they have
engendered Books by Goffman continue to sell well, and for this one, there is limited competition -
only two other monographs in English on Goffman, both a dozen years old - both longer than the
proposed book Smith's book incorporates understandings generated by recent Goffman scholarship
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Profiles in Contemporary Social Theory Anthony Elliott,
Bryan S Turner, 2001-07-23 This comprehensive book provides an indispensable introduction to the
most significant figures in contemporary social theory. Grounded strongly in the European tradition,
the profiles include Michel Foucault, J[um]urgen Habermas, Roland Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Pierre



Bourdieu, Zygmunt Bauman, Martin Heidegger, Frederic Jameson, Richard Rorty, Nancy Chodorow,
Anthony Giddens, Stuart Hall, Luce Irigaray and Donna Haraway. In guiding students through the
key figures in an accessible and authoritative fashion, the book provides detailed accounts of the
development of the work of major social theorists and charts the relationship between different
traditions of social, cultural and political thought.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Symbolic Interactionism Joel M. Charon, 1995 This
introduction to symbolic interactionism takes an integrated approach including examples of how the
perspective of symbolic interactionism can be applied to gender and ethnic relations. This edition
includes three empirical studies.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: The View from Goffman Jason Ditton, 1980-03-27
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Modern Sociological Theory Malcolm Waters, 1994-01-21
Textbook on contemporary social thought
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Self and Society John P. Hewitt, David Shulman, 2011 A
clearly written introduction to the symbolic interactionist perspective in social psychology and in
sociology as a whole. The text provides several examples.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: The Goffman Reader Charles Lemert, Ann Branaman,
1997-07-07 Goffman the American sociologist was a pioneer in many ways and his ideas on
individuality versus the public identity are still relevant today. This book shows up his work from a
critical standpoint reflecting its controversial nature
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Handbook of Symbolic Interactionism Larry T.
Reynolds, Nancy J. Herman-Kinney, 2003 Symbolic interactionism has a long history in sociology,
social psychology, and related social sciences. In this volume, the editors and contributors explain its
history, major theoretical tenets and concepts, methods of doing symbolic interactionist work, and
its uses and findings in a host of substantive research areas.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Contemporary Sociological Theory Bert N Adams, R A
Sydie, 2002-01-16 The strengths of this text are the breadth of theories covered; the integration of
gender-related topics3⁄4 family, work, religion; the use of substantial quotes from primary texts; the
consistent inclusion of methodological issues....I have no doubt that it will find a solid position in the
field of theory texts. --Kathleen Slobin, North Dakota State University
  symbolic interactionism goffman: The Interactionist Imagination Michael Hviid Jacobsen,
2017-07-01 This book outlines the history and developments of interactionist social thought through
a consideration of its key figures. Arranged chronologically, each chapter illustrates the impact that
individual sociologists working within an interactionism framework have had on interactionism as
perspective and on the discipline of sociology as such. It presents analyses of interactionist theorists
from Georg Simmel through to Herbert Bulmer and Erving Goffman and onto the more recent
contributions of Arlie R. Hochschild and Gary Alan Fine. Through an engagement with the latest
scholarship this work shows that in a discipline often focused on macrosocial developments and
large-scale structures, the interactionist perspective which privileges the study of human interaction
has continued relevance. The broad scope of this book will make it an invaluable resource for
scholars and students of sociology, social theory, cultural studies, media studies, social psychology,
criminology and anthropology.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Modern Sociological Theory George Ritzer, Jeffrey
Stepnisky, 2021-02-03 The authors are proud sponsors of the SAGE Keith Roberts Teaching
Innovations Award—enabling graduate students and early career faculty to attend the annual ASA
pre-conference teaching and learning workshop. Modern Sociological Theory gives readers a
comprehensive overview of the major theorists and schools of sociological thought, from sociology′s
19th century origins through the mid-20th century. Written by an author team that includes one of
the leading contemporary thinkers, the text integrates key theories with with biographical sketches
of theorists, placing them in historical and intellectual context.
  symbolic interactionism goffman: Encyclopedia of Health Research in the Social Sciences
Kevin Dew, Sarah Donovan, 2023-12-11 Featuring state-of-the-art contributions from leading experts



in their respective fields, the Encyclopedia of Health Research in the Social Sciences explores an
extensive range of topics, concepts, research approaches and theoretical orientations aimed at
providing guidance for those undertaking health research.
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