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RR#6 (Goffman) 

Observing the Unobserved Observee 

When an individual enters the presence of others, they commonly seek to acquire 

information about him or to bring into play information about him already 

possessed. (Goffman 156) 

And that is just the beginning. Erving Goffman’s writing “Writing and Teaching as 

Performance” deals with the relationship of how people perceive and are perceived when 

viewing and being viewed in public spaces. This information fits well in regards to acquiring 

valid and reliable data during ethnographic observations, for both the observer and the observee. 

How we perceive and are perceived becomes compounded as we bring stereotypes to the table 

and are greeted with fallacious fronts by those we observe who in return are reacting to the 

fallacious front that we ourselves often carry with us. Therefore, the question that quickly pops 

to mind essentially is: “How can I as an ethnographer observe someone in a classroom situation 

and get an honest reading?” 

 According to Goffman, we put up “fronts” that may not be our true character.  Through 

verbal symbols and forced kinesthetic symbols we, the observer and the observee, attempt to 

build and display the character that we want to be perceived as by others: “Sometimes the 

individual will set in a thoroughly calculating manner, expressing himself in a given way solely 

in order to give the kind of impression to others that is likely to evoke from them a specific 

response he is concerned to obtain” (159).  I discovered this during a recent classroom 

observation, but first, some background information. 

 I have enjoyed getting to know the members of the class I observe and engaging in 

conversations with them. In doing so, I see that they act a certain way when guests are in their 

presence. I see the quick glances and smiles they send my way acknowledging that they indeed 

note that I am there.  Further, I have brought stereotypes with me into the class of how they 

should be and act for me and they have stereotypes of how I should be and how they should act 

for me. As I enter any classroom for observations, I try to give off a presence stating that I am in 

control of what I am doing and needing to accomplish in that classroom. In the last session of 

observation, the table was literally turned on me.  

After entering the class, I sat in the back in order to get a full view of the classroom 

situation. After the professor gave the class an assignment to work in groups, he strolled 

through the room, ending up at the back near me, where he proceeded to sit down and then 

place his cup of coffee “in my space” on my desk.  As discussion resumed, students then were 



facing me! This felt like such an ironic situation. In my head I was “good.” However, my body 

reacted differently and I felt nervousness overcome me for a moment as I struggled with my 

new “position” in the classroom. I quite forgot my role as I observed how what the professor 

was doing affected me, no longer considering the students at the moment.  I am sure if any 

student had been observing me, they would have noticed my uncomfortable body language. 

This is when I realized that the only way to break through non-valid, non-reliable set-ups for 

observation is to observe unrehearsed human reaction when the observee seems to be focusing 

on observing or thinking about something else and no longer aware of being observed. A 

brilliant professor to set me up like that! 

 As I considered this theory further, I recalled a situation in an earlier observation that 

stuck in the back of my mind. After completing class presentations one day, the professor 

wheeled his chair to the front of the room and sat there at the desk in total silence as he 

appeared to be pondering what he would say next as he looked down at his hands. A student 

sitting in the back next to me chose that opportunity to get up and leave the room to get a drink 

of water. As the student neared the middle of the room, the professor chose that moment to 

“loudly” begin the next discussion. As the professor did not look up, he did not notice the 

unintentional “jump” due to his startled reaction to the professor’s sudden outburst. This lasted 

a millionth of a second; however the student paused and then gathered his wherefores and 

continued on his way. This “golden moment” observation affirmed to me this student has a 

“healthy fear” of this professor, and possibly a representative view for his classmates. 

 Making clean-cut observations becomes a difficult task when observing and being 

observed. We, both observer and observee, carry with us pre-conceived ideologies of what to 

expect and how to act in any given public situation as according to Goffman. We put on fronts 

as a matter of course as we wish to be viewed in higher light and thought well of in most 

situations. With all of this thought and acting going on, obtaining valid and reliable observation 

data becomes a problem. Those special moments of true observation can occur though through 

careful watchfulness of those who take off their masks, a rare moments in time when they are 

caught unawares when being observed as they are observing.  


