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Impression Management as Control

Let us now turn ... to the point of view of the individual who presents himself. .. He
may wish them to think highly of him, or to think that he thinks highly of them, or to
perceive how in fact he feels toward them, or to obtain no clear-cut impression; he may
wish to ensure sufficient harmony so that the interaction can be sustained, or to defraud,
get rid of, confuse, mislead, antagonize, or insult them. Regardless of the particular
objective which the individual has in mind and of his motive for having this objective, it
will be in his interests to control the conduct of others, especially their responsive
treatment of him. This control is achieved largely by influencing the definition of the
situation which others come to formulate, and he can influence this definition by
expressing himself in such a way as to give them the kind of impression that will lead
them to act voluntarily in accordance with his own plan. Thus, when an individual
appears in the presence of others, there will usually be some reason for him to mobilize
his activity so that it will convey an impression to others which it is in his interests to
convey. Since a girl’s dormitory mates will glean evidence of her popularity from the
calls she receives on the phone, we can suspect that some girls will arrange for calls to be
made, and Willard Waller’s finding can be anticipated:

It has been reported by many observers that a girl who is called to the telephone in
the dormitories will often allow herself to be called several times, in order to give
all the other girls ample opportunity to hear her paged.

(Pages 3-4)

Individual as Character

In our society the character one performs and one’s self are somewhat equated, and this
self-as-character is usually seen as something housed within the body of its possessor,
especially the upper parts thereof, being a nodule, somehow, in the in the psychobiology
of personality. . . In this report the performed self was seen as some kind of image
[“front™], usually creditable, which the individual on stage and in character effectively
attempts to induce others to hold in regard to him. While this image is entertained
concerning the individual, so that a self is imputed to him, this self itself does not derive
from its possessor, but from the whole scene of his action, being generated by that
attribute of local events which renders them interpretable by witnesses. A correctly
staged and performed scene leads the audience to impute a self to a performed character,
but this imputation — this self — is a product of a scene that comes off, and is not a cause
of it. The self, then, as a performed character, is not an organic thing that has a specific
location, whose fundamental fates is to be born, to mature, and to die; it is a dramatic
effect arising diffusely from a scene that is presented, and the characteristic issue, the
crucial concern, is whether it will be credited or discredited.

(Pages 252-53)



Individual as Performer

Let us turn now from the individual as character performed to the individual as
performer. He has a capacity to learn, this being exercised in the task of training for a part.
He is given to having fantasies and dreams, some that pleasurably unfold a triumphant
performance, others full of anxiety and dread that nervously deal with vital discreditings
in a public front region. He often manifests a gregarious desire for teammates and
audiences, a tactful considerateness for their concerns; and he has a capacity for deeply
felt shame, leading him to minimize the changes he takes of exposure.

These attributes of the individual qua performer are not merely a depicted effect
of particular performances; they are psychobiological in nature, and yet they seem to
arise out of intimate interaction with the contingencies of staging performances.

(Pages 253-54)



