Faculty of Social Sciences

ISSN: 2538-5046
E- ISSN: 2980-8685

Sociology of Art and Literature (JSAL)
Home page: http://jsal.ut.ac.ir

A Study of Edward Albee’s A Delicate Balance in the light of

Erving Gaffman's Theatrical Analogy

Mina Jahangiri'®

1. Department of English Langauge and Literature, Sho.C., Islamic Azad University, Shoushtar, Iran. E-mail: mina.jahangiri@iau.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:

Research Article

Article history:

Received 22 April 2024

Received in revised form
22 April 2024

Accepted 11 May 2025

Published online 19 July
2025

Keywords:

Backstage manner,
Dramaturgical analogy,
Front stage manner,
Impression
management
Performance
Evaluation.

Abstract

Introduction: Analyzing the social performances in the individual’s actions and interactions is one of the recent
approaches in the sociological studies (also known as micro-level analysis). The meaning is not only embedded
in the individual’s overt behavioral actions, but also in their latent aspects of their manners and these hidden
aspects play significant role in analyzing one’s actions. Erving Goffman is one of one of the major sociologists
who examined the shared cognitive frameworks individuals use to interpret meaning within their interactions.
He particularly focused on how people assemble and utilize signs and symbols in their efforts to create meaning
for others. In demonstrating the interpretive process that creates a sense of reality, he employed a dramaturgical
analysis to compare everyday interactions to theatrical performances. According to his framework, individuals
interact as if they are actors performing on stage, using these performances to create, guide, and control
impressions in the minds of others. He termed this phenomenon impression management - the conscious effort
individuals make to influence others through self-presentation. In addition, Goffman's theatrical analogy divides
social interaction into front stage and backstage regions. Much like in theater, front stage behavior occurs in full
view of the audience, where individuals use appearance and behavior to facilitate their roles and better manage
desired impressions. Backstage behavior happens away from the audience's gaze - in spaces where
performances are prepared and where individuals can reveal their authentic selves.

Purpose: The article’s purpose is to apply Gaffman's dramaturgical performance, impression management,
self-representation, backstage and front stage behavior, performance evaluation. The present intended to
analyze Edward Albee's play A Delicate Balance through Goffman's dramaturgical theory framework. This
theoretical approach is particularly effective since Goffman’'s model emphasizes the crucial role of verbal and
behavioral actions in micro-level social interactions.

Discussion: Edward Albee, a well-known American playwright, has made his works a playground, the
thorough understanding of which is heavily dependent on reconstructing characters' action-based
performance codified in their silence and speech. His play, A Delicate Balance, in particular, simultaneously
examines the family as a social institution and a critique of the societal presumption that parental support
should be limitless. It challenges the notion that caregiving is a parental absolute moral/conventional
obligation. These action-based performances are studied based upon the sociological theories of Erving
Gaffman. According to Goffman’s theory, the key analytical foci include parents' compulsive efforts to
satisfy peripheral others' demands, frontstage/backstage behavioral dichotomies, escalation of interpersonal
conflicts in familial relationships, breakdowns in interaction management, and curated self-presentation
strategies for impression control. The study applies Goffman's concepts of performance regions
(frontstage/backstage), interaction ritual failures ,the gap between idealized and actual self-presentation .
Results: Research results indicated that the interactions of the characters of A Delicate Balance could be
demonstrated according to Irving Goffman’s theory of dramaturgical analogy through focusing on the
elements such as impression management, self-presentation, before-scene and behind-scene behavior, and
performance evaluation.

Conclusion: To sum up, Goffman’s dramaturgical theory helped analyze how A Delicate Balance exposes
the fallout of poorly managed social interactions all tied to the characters’ rigid social roles. The play’s
characters struggle to handle their relationships because they hide their true motives—trying to keep their
backstage intentions from spilling into their onstage or front stage region. However, this repression only
damaged their connections. The conclusion showed that hiding the backstage or behind-scene truths not only
was ineffective but also were destructive. The moment those hidden truths came to light, the tension between
what the characters thought and how they performed got dissolved, and that’s when they finally found a way
to restore balance in their relationships.
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