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Social Computing:
Social Computing Theories: 
Public Displays and Performance



“Life itself is a dramatically enacted 
thing”

Irving Goffman

‘ ‘The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life’ 
(1959).



The participant’s dramaturgical problems

of presenting one’s self

“a potentially infinite cycle of concealment, discovery, false 
revelation, and rediscovery”



The legitimate performances of 

everyday life…

…are not “acted” or “put on” in the sense that the performer 
knows in advance just what he is going to do”



Expressions we give vs. give off

 "The expressiveness of the individual appears to involve two radically different kinds 
of sign activity: the expression that he gives, and the expression that he gives off"



What he meant …



We present ‘ourselves’ in six different ways…



But there are implications…



Front

The Joe Schmo Show

 “A given social front tends to become institutionalized in terms of the 
abstract stereotyped expectations”



Idealization

“incorporate and exemplify the officially accredited values of 
the society”



Dramatic Realization

“In mobilizing his behavior to make a showing, he will be 
concerned not so much with the full round of the different routine 
he performs but only with the one from which his occupational 
reputation derives.”



Maintenance of Expressive Control

“the audience may misunderstand the meaning that a cue was 
designed to convey, or may read an embarrassing meaning 
into gestures or events that were accidental, inadvertent, or 
incidental and not meant by the performer to carry any 
meaning whatsoever”



Concealment

“we tend to conceal from our audience all evidence of ‘dirty 
work’

Real Housewives



Why is Goffman’s theory valid and 
applicable to social computing 
platforms?



After reading Goffman, does it make 
you disbelieve everything your 
friends share/do on social media?



Sort the social computing platforms below 
based on how much performance and/or 
exhibition you expect to see:

Class Exercise 1

Twitter 
Facebook
Reddit
Twitch
LinkedIn
Pinterest
Snapchat
WhatsApp



The Presentation of Self in the Age of 
Social Media: Distinguishing 
Performances and Exhibitions Online



1) What are some examples of 
performance (Goffman) and exhibition 
(Hogan) in existing social computing 
platforms?

2) What are some design features in these 
platforms that enable (or hinder) 
“performance” or “exhibition”?

Class Exercise 2











Examine the functional regions of 
performance (Goffman) and exhibition 
(Hogan) in the context of anonymous
social computing platforms.

Is the ”lowest common denominator” approach still 
valid?

Class Exercise 3a



Examine the functional regions of 
performance (Goffman) and exhibition 
(Hogan) in the context of ephemeral social 
computing platforms.

Is the ”lowest common denominator” approach still 
valid?

Class Exercise 3b



Hogan says: “A key difference in exhibitions 
is the virtual “curator” that manages and 
redistributes this digital content”. What 
would be examples of a virtual curator on 
Facebook?
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