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Preface to the 2012 Edition

As I sat five rows back in a Recurrent Training room at the 
Delta Airlines Stewardess Training Center in the early 1980s, 
listening to a pilot tell recruits to “smile like you really mean 
it,” I remember noticing the young woman next to me jotting 
down the advice verbatim. I had already been talking for 
months to flight attendants from various airlines, interviews 
that are reflected in this book. So I had a sense of what feel-
ings—anxiety, fear, ennui, resentment, as well as an eager-
ness to serve—might underlie that smile.

It was that “pinch,” or conflict, between such feelings and 
the pilot’s call for authenticity that led me to write down in 
my own notebook, “emotional labor.” Never did I dream that 
thirty years later, seated at my computer and exploring the 
Internet, I would discover some 559,000 mentions of “emo-
tional labor” or “labour,” and its unpaid form, “emotion 
work.” In their Emotional Labor in the Twenty-first Century, Ali-
cia Grandey, James Diefendorff, and Deborah Rupp discov-
ered over ten thousand mentions of “emotional labor” (or 
“labour”) in academic articles, half of them since 2006, and 
506 with the term in the title.1

I’m pleased that the idea has caught on but the real reason 
for such a burst of interest in the subject is, of course, the 
dramatic rise in the service sector itself. Indeed, as contribu-
tors to the American gross domestic product, the manufactur-
ing sector has declined to 12 percent while the service sector 
has risen to 25 percent. Day-care centers, nursing homes, hos-
pitals, airports, stores, call centers, classrooms, social welfare 
offices, dental offices—in all these workplaces, gladly or re-
luctantly, brilliantly or poorly, employees do emotional labor.

ix
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But how much of it do they do? And in what way? R. Cross, 
W. Baker, and A. Parker call some employees “energizers.”2

The coordinator of hospital volunteers, for example, may try 
to create a cheerful sense of shared mission. Executive lead-
ership trainers and military trainers may, on the other hand, 
energize recruits in the spirit of get-out-there-and-defeat-the-
enemy. Then there are the “toxin handlers”—complaints 
clerks, bankruptcy court personnel, bank officials dealing with 
home foreclosures, divorce lawyers, parking meter attendants, 
and those who specialize in firing workers. (I interviewed 
one such man for my book, The Time Bind, who described 
himself as “the man in the black hat.”)3 Their job is to deliver 
bad news and, often, to receive the brunt of customer frustra-
tion, despair, and rage. And finally there are those who don’t 
so much handle the bad news of others as face a real chance 
of experiencing pain or loss of their own: soldiers, firefighters, 
high-rise window-washers, and professional football players, 
for example.

Other forms of emotional labor require that a person man-
age a wide range of feeling. The poor salesclerk working in 
an elite clothing boutique manages envy. The Wall Street stock-
trader manages panic. The judge, as legal researcher Terry 
Maroney shows, is exposed to highly disturbing evidence of 
atrocities such as maiming, murder, dismemberment, and child 
rape. He or she must face the task of acknowledging and man-
aging such feelings as horror, outrage, indignation, and pity, 
all the while maintaining the semblance of impartiality.4 In-
deed, in leaders we admire, research shows, we seek signs of 
a capacity both to feel and to regulate those feelings—wit-
ness the contempt shown for politicians who weep or panic.5

Emotional labor can be hard to recognize. We can, for ex-
ample, feel schadenfreude, or pleasure at the misfortune of 
others, a feeling we may be ashamed to have. And our shame 
can get in the way of the very act of acknowledging that feel-
ing. That’s important because it is the pinch between a real but 
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disapproved feeling on the one hand and an idealized one, 
on the other, that enables us to become aware of emotional 
labor. We may feel lonely at a joyous holiday party, relieved or 
indifferent at a funeral—and call on ourselves to correct our 
feelings. These kinds of pinches are of little consequence in 
certain cultures, and of great consequence in others, for cul-
tures carry different feeling rules. “When I talked about emo-
tional labor to Japanese people, they didn’t know what I was 
talking about,” Batja Mesquita, a psychologist at Leuven Uni-
versity in Belgium told me.6 The Japanese highly value the 
capacity to relate to the feelings and needs of others.7 So for 
the Japanese, emotional labor is more built in and therefore 
harder to see.

Cultural rules are seeing rules. And seeing is a matter of 
thinking about what we see. Based on our habits of thinking 
about emotion, we then recognize emotion in ourselves and 
others in an intricate variety of ways. Ironically, cultures which 
require the most emotional labor—and may be home to its 
most highly-trained practitioners—may also be those that in-
hibit the very recognition of it. Batja’s observation leads us to 
the broader question of how cultural rules inhibit or high-
light the very ways we see and think about emotion. Many 
Japanese do recognize emotional labor, of course (The Man-
aged Heart has been translated into Japanese, Chinese, and 
Korean). And the emotional labor a Japanese observer may 
see more keenly than her American counterpart might be that 
which it takes to uphold the belief in—and indeed fantasy 
of—the stand-alone individual.8

Tellingly, in the United States, the idea of emotional labor 
has been embraced by business advice gurus as an undiscov-
ered resource and means of competitive advantage, and by 
labor unions as a cause of burnout, deserving of financial 
compensation. So where should we look to understand cur-
rent trends in emotional labor? To the most powerful eco-
nomic trends of our time, I believe: the profit-seeking drive 
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for efficiency, the downsizing of public services, the growing 
gap between rich and poor, and globalization. Each of these 
trends fosters situations which call for emotional labor.

Speaking of modern American hospitals, one commenta-
tor observed, “Most hospitals used to be community-based 
and non-profit. Over the last three decades, the trend has 
been toward for-profits, but whether American hospitals are 
non-profit or for-profit, increasingly they are run accord-
ing to business principles.”9 The Beth Israel Hospital in Bos-
ton provides one example. It was once a model of primary 
nursing care, but then merged with another hospital and re-
structured. Nurses formerly assigned to a particular group of 
patients were now assigned to “float” from unit to unit, de-
pending on the number of beds filled on a given day. Staff 
was laid off. Stripped from the nurse’s role were tasks now 
defined as “menial”—positioning a post-surgical patient on a 
chair, feeding an elderly patient, or helping him to the bath-
room. Such tasks were now assigned to untrained, lower-paid 
workers.

Along the way something else happened too. Encouraging 
a patient to eat, listening to a patient’s story, making a joke, 
patting an arm—such acts lost importance. They were absent 
from the medical charts. And these days, “if something isn’t 
on the charts,” as one observer noted, “it didn’t happen.” 
Emotional labor became invisible.

That didn’t mean nurses and aides didn’t continue to do it. 
They did, but from inside a care system in disrepair. As front-
line workers, nurses and nurse’s aides now had to put a good 
face on emotion-deaf arrangements. Given fewer nurses to 
go around, they rushed. They skimped. They were prevented 
from giving their best. Some tried to detach themselves from 
the new scene while others managed a loss of pride. We could 
call this the emotion work of a broken care system.10

We can also follow out another trend—the growing gap 
between rich and poor. For the poor there is the story of doing 
without service or using inexpensive ones often associated 
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with impersonality: dinner at McDonald’s, a birthday party at 
Chuck E. Cheese or the Holiday Inn Wedding Discount Spe-
cial. But there is also a growing set of services which cater to 
the very wealthy: the high-end concierge doctor, the maître d’ 
of a fancy restaurant, the room service clerk at an elite hotel 
who remembers your name and favorite drink, the “experi-
ence managers” of the Club-Med vacation. Here the worker 
personalizes a service, honors the guest, and shields him from 
loneliness or shame.11

We can also follow emotional labor into Sri Lanka, the 
Philippines, India, Mexico, and elsewhere in the global South 
as its workers migrate to service jobs in the global North. We 
can, for example, explore emotional labor as it is connected 
through a globe-crossing chain of people caring for small 
children. We could start with the eldest daughter who cares for 
her younger siblings in a Philippine village while her mother 
travels to Manila to a weekday job as a nanny to a better-off 
family. How does the girl feel being the “little mother” of her 
siblings when others her age play? And her mother, apart 
weekdays from her own children, caring for the children of a 
better-off family, how does she feel? And the female employer 
of the Manila nanny, as is often the case today, may leave her 
children in the care of husband, mother, and nanny to mi-
grate for years at a time to a job in Los Angeles caring for an 
American child. Such are the links in a global care chain, 
with different experiences of emotional labor at every link.12

Clients from the global North also travel to service provid-
ers in the global South. Many elderly Americans, for exam-
ple, retire to Mexico. Japanese retire to Thailand and Swedes 
retire to Spain, sometimes falling sick and dying in the ab-
sence of family, in foreign locales. What emotional stories 
unfold between caregiver and cared-for? Among travelers in 
what’s now called “medical tourism,” American infertile cou-
ples who wish to have a child can travel to India—where sur-
rogacy is legal, unregulated, and readily available for a tenth 
of what it would cost in the United States—and engage a sur-
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rogate mother to carry and give birth to their genetic child.13

In a visit to the Akanksha Clinic in Anand, India, I was able to 
talk to some poor Indian surrogates about how it felt to rent 
their wombs to foreigners. All of them badly needed and 
wanted the money, but each woman felt differently about her 
experience. One surrogate, the twenty-eight-year-old wife of 
a sidewalk vegetable vendor and mother of two children of her 
own, told me, “Madame-doctor tells us to think of our wombs 
as carriers, and I do that. But I try to keep from getting too 
attached to the baby I’m carrying. I remind myself of my own
children.” Others tried “not to think about it.” Another 
woman bearing a child for a friendly Indian client developed 
a “little-sister-big-sister” bond with the genetic mother, and 
thought of the baby she carried as her own, and therefore as 
a great gift to her “big sister.” If the Filipina nanny did the 
emotional labor of attaching herself to American children 
who were not her own, the Indian commercial surrogate did 
the poignant work of detaching herself from a child who was 
her own.

By exploring relationships which plunge workers into the 
whirring fan of a global economy—and more—we can apply 
the perspective described in this book. The flight attendants, 
bill collectors, and others I describe in these pages might rec-
ognize themselves in the lives of millions of others in scores 
of jobs around the world.

San Francisco
October 2011
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I think my interest in how people manage emotions began 
when my parents joined the U.S. Foreign Service. At the age 
of twelve, I found myself passing a dish of peanuts among 
many guests and looking up at their smiles; diplomatic 
smiles can look different when seen from below than when 
seen straight on. Afterwards I would listen to my mother 
and father interpret various gestures. The tight smile of the 
Bulgarian emissary, the averted glance of the Chinese con
sul, and the prolonged handshake of the French economic 
officer, I learned, conveyed messages not simply from per
son to person but from Sofia to Washington, from Peking 
to Paris, and from Paris to Washington. Had I passed the 
peanuts to a person, I wondered, or to an actor? Where did 
the person end and the act begin? Just how is a person re
lated to an act? 

As a graduate student at Berkeley some years later, I was 
excited by the writings of C. Wright Mills, especially his 
chapter in White Collar called "The Great Salesroom," which 
I read and reread, I see now, in search of answers to those 
abiding questions. Mills argued that when we "sell our per
sonality" in the course of selling goods or services we engage 
in a seriously self-estranging process, one that is increasingly 
common among workers in advanced capitalist systems. 
This had the ring of truth, but something was missing. Mills 
seemed to assume that in order to sell personality, one need 
only have it. Yet simply having personality does not make 
one a diplomat, any more than having muscles makes one an 
athlete. What was missing was a sense of the active emotional 
labor involved in the selling. This labor, it seemed to me, 
might be one part of a distinctly patterned yet invisible emo
tional system-a system composed of individual acts of 

XVlt 
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"emotion work;' social "feeling rules," and a great variety of 
exchanges between people in private and public life. I 
wanted to understand the general emotional language of 
which diplomats speak only one dialect. 

My search soon led me to the works of Erving Goffman, to 
whom I am indebted for his keen sense of how we try to con
trol our appearance even as we unconsciously observe rules 
about how we ought to appear to others. But again, some
thing was missing. How does a person act on feeling-or 
stop acting on it, or even stop feeling? I wanted to discover 
what it is that we act upon. And so I decided to explore the 
idea that emotion functions as a messenger from the self, an 
agent that gives us an instant report on the connection be
tween what we are seeing and what we had expected to see, 
and tells us what we feel ready to do about it. As I explain for 
specialists in Appendix A, I extend to all emotions the "sig
nal function" that Freud reserved for the emotion of anxiety. 
Many emotions signal the secret hopes, fears, and expecta
tions with which we actively greet any news, any occurrence. 
It is this signal function that is impaired when the private 
management of feeling is socially engineered and trans
formed into emotional labor for a wage. 

These questions and ideas were developing, then, when I 
went out to try to get behind the eyes of flight attendants and 
bill collectors, female workers and male, as each moved 
through a day's work. The more I listened, the more I came 
to appreciate how workers try to preserve a sense of self by 
circumventing the feeling rules of work, how they limit their 
emotional offerings to surface displays of the "right" feeling 
but suffer anyway from a sense of being "false" or mechani
cal. I came to understand, too, that the more deeply a com
mercial system carves into the private emotional "gift ex
change;' the more receivers and givers alike take up the 
extra work of discounting what is impersonal in order to ac
cept what is not. I think all this has helped me interpret the 
smiles I now see around me at eye level. 

A.R.H. 
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1 
EXPLORING THE 

MANAGED HEART 

The one area of her occupational lift in which she might 
be 'Jree to act," the area of her own personality, must now also 
be managed, must become the alert yet obsequious instrument 
by which goods are distributed. 

-G. Wright Mills 

In a section in Das Kapital entitled "The Working Day;' Karl 
Marx examines depositions submitted in 1863 to the Chil
dren's Employment Commission in England. One deposi
tion was given by the mother of a child laborer in a wallpa
per factory: "When he was seven years old I used to carry 
him [to work] on my back to and fro through the snow, and 
he used to work 16 hours a day .... I have often knelt down 
to feed him, as he stood by the machine, for he could not 
leave it or stop." Fed meals as he worked, as a steam engine is 
fed coal and water, this child was "an instrument of labor."l 
Marx questioned how many hours a day it was fair to use a 
human being as an instrument, and how much pay for being 
an instrument was fair, considering the profits that factory 
owners made. But he was also concerned with something he 
thought more fundamental: the human cost of becoming an 
"instrument oflabor" at all. 

On another continent 117 years later, a twenty-year-old 
flight attendant trainee sat with 122 others listening to a pi-

3 
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lot speak in the auditorium of the Delta Airlines Stewardess 
Training Center. Even by modern American standards, and 
certainly by standards for women's work, she had landed an 
excellent job. The 1980 pay scale began at $850 a month for 
the first six months and would increase within seven years to 
about $20,000 a year. Health and accident insurance is pro
vided, and the hours are good.* 

The young trainee sitting next to me wrote on her note
pad, "Important to smile. Don't forget smile:' The admoni
tion came from the speaker in the front of the room, a crew
cut pilot in his early fifties, speaking in a Southern drawl: 
"Now girls, I want you to go out there and really smile. Your 
smile is your biggest asset. I want you to go out there and use 
it. Smile. Really smile. Really lay it on." 

The pilot spoke of the smile as the flight attendant's asset. 
But as novices like the one next to me move through train
ing, the value of a personal smile is groomed to reflect the 
company's disposition - its confidence that its planes will not 
crash, its reassurance that departures and arrivals will be on 
time, its welcome and its invitation to return. Trainers take it 
as their job to attach to the trainee's smile an attitude, a view
point, a rhythm of feeling that is, as they often say, "profes
sional." This deeper extension of the professional smile is 
not always easy to retract at the end of the workday, as one 
worker in her first year at World Airways noted: "Sometimes 
I come off a long trip in a state of utter exhaustion, but I find 
I can't relax. I giggle a lot, I chatter, I call friends. It's as if I 
can't release myself from an artificially created elation that 
kept me 'up' on the trip. I hope to be able to come down 
from it better as I get better at the job." 

As the PSA jingle says, "Our smiles are not just painted 
on." Our flight attendants' smiles, the company emphasizes, 
will be more human than the phony smiles you're resigned 

* For stylistic convenience, I shall use the pronoun "she" when referring to a 
flight attendant, except when a specific male flight attendant is being discussed. 
Otherwise I shall try to avoid verbally excluding either gender. 
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to seeing on people who are paid to smile. There is a smile
like strip of paint on the nose of each PSA plane. Indeed, the 
plane and the flight attendant advertise each other. The ra
dio advertisement goes on to promise not just smiles and ser
vice but a travel experience of real happiness and calm. Seen 
in one way, this is no more than delivering a service. Seen in 
another, it estranges workers from their own smiles and con
vinces customers that on-the-job behavior is calculated. Now 
that advertisements, training, notions of professionalism, 
and dollar bills have intervened between the smiler and the 
smiled upon, it takes an extra effort to imagine that sponta
neous warmth can exist in uniform - because companies 
now advertise spontaneous warmth, too. 

At first glance, it might seem that the circumstances of the 
nineteenth-century factory child and the twentieth-century 
flight attendant could not be more different. To the boy's 
mother, to Marx, to the members of the Children's Employ
ment Commission, perhaps to the manager of the wallpaper 
factory, and almost certainly to the contemporary reader, the 
boy was a victim, even a symbol, of the brutalizing conditions 
of his time. We might imagine that he had an emotional half
life, conscious of little more than fatigue, hunger, and bore
dom. On the other hand, the flight attendant enjoys the up
per-class freedom to travel, and she participates in the 
glamour she creates for others. She is the envy of clerks in 
duller, less well-paid jobs. 

But a close examination of the differences between the 
two can lead us to some unexpected common ground. On 
the surface there is a difference in how we know what labor 
actually produces. How could the worker in the wallpaper 
factory tell when his job was done? Count the rolls of wallpa
per; a good has been produced. How can the flight attend
ant tell when her job is done? A service has been produced; 
the customer seems content. In the case of the flight attend
ant, the emotional style of offiring the service is part of the service 
itself, in a way that loving or hating wallpaper is not a part of 
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producing wallpaper. Seeming to "love the job" becomes 
part of the job; and actually trying to love it, and to enjoy the 
customers, helps the worker in this effort. 

In processing people, the product is a state of mind. Like 
firms in other industries, airline companies are ranked ac
cording to the quality of service their personnel offer. Egon 
Ronay's yearly Lucas Guide offers such a ranking; besides be
ing sold in airports and drugstores and reported in newspa
pers, it is cited in management memoranda and passed 
down to those who train and supervise flight attendants. Be
cause it influences consumers, airline companies use it in 
setting their criteria for successful job performance by a 
flight attendant. In 1980 the Lucas Guide ranked Delta Air
lines first in service out of fourteen airlines that fly regularly 
between the United States and both Canada and the British 
Isles. Its report on Delta included passages like this: 

[Drinks were served] not only with a smile but with concerned 
enquiry such as, "Anything else I can get you, madam?" The at
mosphere was that of a civilized party-with the passengers, in 
response, behaving like civilized guests .... Once or twice our in
spectors tested stewardesses by being deliberately exacting, but 
they were never roused, and at the end of the flj ght they lined up 
to say farewell with undiminished brightness .... 

[Passengers are] quick to detect strained or forced smiles, 
and they come aboard wanting to enjoy the flight. One of us 
looked forward to his next trip on Delta "because it's fun." 
Surely that is how passengers ought to feel."2 

The work done by the boy in the wallpaper factory called 
for a coordination of mind and arm, mind and finger, and 
mind and shoulder. We refer to it simply as physical labor. 
The flight attendant does physical labor when she pushes 
heavy meal carts through the aisles, and she does mental work 
when she prepares for and actually organizes emergency 
landings and evacuations. But in the course of doing this 
physical and mental labor, she is also doing something more, 
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something I define as emotionallabor.* This labor requires one 
to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward 
countenance that produces the proper state of mind in oth
ers-in this case, the sense of being cared for in a convivial 
and safe place. This kind of labor calls for a coordination of 
mind and feeling, and it sometimes draws on a source of self 
that we honor as deep and integral to our individuality. 

Beneath the difference between physical and emotional 
labor there lies a similarity in the possible cost of doing the 
work: the worker can become estranged or alienated from 
an aspect of self-either the body or the margins of the 
soul-that is used to do the work. The factory boy's arm 
functioned like a piece of machinery used to produce wall
paper. His employer, regarding that arm as an instrument, 
claimed control over its speed and motions. In this situation, 
what was the relation between the boy's arm and his mind? 
Was his arm in any meaningful sense his own?3 

This is an old issue, but as the comparison with airline 
attendants suggests, it is still very much alive. If we can be
come alienated from goods in a goods-producing society, we 
can become alienated from service in a service-producing 
society. This is what C. Wright Mills, one of our keenest social 
observers, meant when he wrote in 1956, "We need to char
acterize American society of the mid-twentieth century in 
more psychological terms, for now the problems that con
cern us most border on the psychiatric."4 

When she came off the job, what relation had the flight 
attendant to the "artificial elation" she had induced on the 
job? In what sense was it her own elation on the job? The 
company lays claim not simply to her physical motions
how she handles food trays - but to her emotional actions 

* I use the term emotional labor to mean the management of feeling to create a 
publicly observable facial and bodily display; emotional labor is sold for a wage and 
therefore has exchange value. I use the synonymous terms emotion work or emotion 
management to refer to these same acts done in a private context where they have 
use value. 
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and the way they show in the ease of a smile. The workers I 
talked to often spoke of their smiles as being on them but not 
of them. They were seen as an extension of the make-up, the 
uniform, the recorded music, the soothing pastel colors of 
the airplane decor, and the daytime drinks, which taken to
gether orchestrate the mood of the passengers. The final 
commodity is not a certain number of smiles to be counted 
like rolls of wallpaper. For the flight attendant, the smiles are 
a part of her work, a part that requires her to coordinate self 
and feeling so that the work seems to be effortless. To show 
that the enjoyment takes effort is to do the job poorly. Simi
larly, part of the job is to disguise fatigue and irritation, for 
otherwise the labor would show in an unseemly way, and the 
product - passenger contentment - would be damaged.* 
Because it is easier to disguise fatigue and irritation if they 
can be banished altogether, at least for brief periods, this 
feat calls for emotional labor. 

The reason for comparing these dissimilar jobs is that the 
modern assembly-line worker has for some time been an 
outmoded symbol of modern industrial labor; fewer than 6 
percent of workers now work on assembly lines. Another 
kind oflabor has now come into symbolic prominence-the 
voice-to-voice or face-to-face delivery of service-and the 
flight attendant is an appropriate model for it. There have 
always been public-service jobs, of course; what is new is that 
they are now socially engineered and thoroughly organized 
from the top. Though the flight attendant's job is no worse 
and in many ways better than other service jobs, it makes the 
worker more vulnerable to the social engineering of her 
emotional labor and reduces her control over that labor. Her 

* Like a commodity, service that calls for emotional labor is subject to the laws 
of supply and demand. Recently the demand for this labor has increased and the 
supply of it drastically decreased. The airline industry speed-up since the 1970s 
has been followed by a worker slowdown. The slowdown reveals how much emo
tionallabor the job required all along. It suggests what costs even happy workers 
under normal conditions pay for this labor without a name. The speed-up has 
sharpened the ambivalence many workers feel about how much of oneself to give 
over to the role and how much of oneself to protect from it. 
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problems, therefore, may be a sign of what is to come in 
other such jobs. 

Emotional labor is potentially good. No customer wants to 
deal with a surly waitress, a crabby bank clerk, or a flight 
attendant who avoids eye contact in order to avoid getting a 
request. Lapses in courtesy by those paid to be courteous are 
very real and fairly common. What they show us is how frag
ile public civility really is. We are brought back to the ques
tion of what the social carpet actually consists of and what it 
requires of those who are supposed to keep it beautiful. The 
laggards and sluff-offs of emotional labor return us to the 
basic questions. What is emotional labor? What do we do 
when we manage emotion? What, in fact, is emotion? What 
are the costs and benefits of managing emotion, in private 
life and at work? 

THE PRIVATE AND PUBLIC FACES 
OF AN EMOTIONAL SYSTEM 

Our search for answers to these questions leads to three sep
arate but equally relevant discourses: one concerning labor, 
one concerning display, and one concerning emotion. 

Those who discuss labor often comment that nowadays 
most jobs call for a capacity to deal with people rather than 
with things, for more interpersonal skills and fewer mechan
ical skills. In The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (1973), Dan
iel Bell argues that the growth of the service sector means 
that "communication" and "encounter" -"the response of 
ego to alter and back" -is the central work relationship to
day.* As he puts it, "The fact that individuals now talk to 
other individuals, rather than interact with a machine, is the 
fundamental fact about work in the post-industrial society." 

• Jobs that Bell includes in the service sector are those in transportation and 
utilities, distribution and trade, finance and insurance, professional and business 
services, jobs deriving from demands for leisure activities (recreation and travel), 
and jobs that deal with communal services (health, education, and government). 
Only some of these service-sector jobs call for much emotion management. 
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Critics of labor studies, such as Harry Braverman in Labor 
and Monopoly Capital (1974), point out a continual subdivi
sion of work in many branches of the economy. Complex 
tasks in which a craftsman used to take pride are divided 
into simpler, more repetitive segments, each more boring 
and less well paid than the original job. Work is deskilled and 
the worker belittled. But celebrants and critics alike have not 
inspected at close hand or with a social-psychological eye 
what it is that "people jobs" actually require of workers. They 
have not inquired into the actual nature of this labor. Some 
do not know exactly what, in the case of emotional labor, 
becomes deskilled. 

A second discourse, closer to the person and more remote 
from the overall organization of work, concerns the display 
of feeling. The works of Erving Coffman introduce us to the 
many minor traffic rules of face-to-face interaction, as they 
emerge at a card game, in an elevator, on the street, or at the 
dining table of an insane asylum. He prevents us from dis
missing the small as trivial by showing how small rules, 
transgressions, and punishments add up to form the longer 
strips of experience we call "work." At the same time, it is 
hard to use Coffman's focus to explain why companies train 
flight attendants in smiling, or how emotional tone is super
vised, or what profit is ultimately tied to emotional labor. It 
is hard, in other words, to draw on this discourse alone and 
see how "display work" fits into the larger scheme of things. 

The third discourse takes place in a quiet side street of 
American social science; it deals with the timeless issues of 
what an emotion is and how we can manage it. The answers 
offered by various theorists are reviewed in Appendix A. My 
own best attempts to answer the questions most pertinent to 
this book are woven into the exposition in Chapters Two and 
Three, where they form a foundation for the rest. 

To uncover the heart of emotional labor, to understand 
what it takes to do it and what it does to people, I have drawn 
on elements from all three discourses. Certain events in eco-
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nomic history cannot be fully understood unless we pay at
tention to the filigreed patterns of feeling and their manage
ment because the details of these patterns are an important 
part of what many men and women do for a living. 

Because such different traditions are joined here, my in
quiry will have a different relevance for different readers. 
Perhaps it will be most relevant for those who do the work it 
describes-the flight attendants. But most of us have jobs 
that require some handling of other people's feelings and 
our own, and in this sense we are all partly flight attendants. 
The secretary who creates a cheerful office that announces 
her company as "friendly and dependable" and her boss as 
"up-and-coming;' the waitress or waiter who creates an "at
mosphere of pleasant dining," the tour guide or hotel recep
tionist who makes us feel welcome, the social worker whose 
look of solicitous concern makes the client feel cared for, the 
salesman who creates the sense of a "hot commodity," the bill 
collector who inspires fear, the funeral parlor director who 
makes the bereaved feel understood, the minister who cre
ates a sense of protective outreach but even-handed 
warmth - all of them must confront in some way or another 
the requirements of emotional labor. 

Emotional labor does not observe conventional distinctions 
between types of jobs. By my estimate, roughly one-third of 
American workers today have jobs that subject them to sub
stantial demands for emotional labor. Moreover, of all women 
working, roughly one-half have jobs that call for emotional 
labor. (See Chapter Eight and Appendix C.) Thus this in
quiry has special relevance for women, and it probably also 
describes more of their experience. As traditionally more ac
complished managers of feeling in private life, women more 
than men have put emotional labor on the market, and they 
know more about its personal costs. 

This inquiry might at first seem relevant only to workers 
living under capitalism, but the engineering of a managed 
heart is not unknown to socialism; the enthusiastic "hero of 
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labor" bears the emotional standard for the socialist state as 
much as the Flight Attendant of the Year does for the capi
talist airline industry. Any functioning society makes effec
tive use of its members' emotional labor. We do not think 
twice about the use of feeling in the theater, or in psycho
therapy, or in forms of group life that we admire. It is when 
we come to speak of the exploitation of the bottom by the top 
in any society that we become morally concerned. In any sys
tem, exploitation depends on the actual distribution of many 
kinds of profits - money, authority, status, honor, well-being. 
It is not emotional labor itself, therefore, but the underlying 
system of recompense that raises the question of what the 
cost of it is. 

SOURCES AND METHOD 

In describing the private and public face of an emotional sys
tem, and showing how it works, I have drawn on empirical 
samples from various distinct parts of it. I could have sam
pled more parts of it-by studying nurses or lawyers or 
salespeople, for example - as I hope very much someone will 
do. Or I could have gone much deeper into the material at 
hand. But for this project, the wide-sample approach 
seemed to make the most sense. For before the more usual 
sort of research can begin, we must confront the prior task 
of thinking about something that has been the object of sur
prisingly little previous thought. Given this early stage of in
quiry, it seems to me that the most promising way to use ma
terials is to point, to illustrate, and to comment, and that is 
what I have tried to do. 

Illustrations for the ideas found in this book come mainly 
from three sources. The first was an inquiry into the question 
of how people of different sexes and social classes experience 
emotion and manage it. I gave out questionnaires to 261 stu
dents in two classes at the University of California, Berkeley, 
in 1974.5 A good number of my illustrations in Part One are 
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drawn from their responses to two requests: "Describe a real 
situation that was important to you in which you experienced 
a deep emotion;' and "Describe as fully and concretely as pos
sible a real situation that was important to you in which you 
either changed the situation to fit your feelings or changed 
your feelings to fit the situation." With two research assistants 
I analyzed the responses for awareness of emotion work. 6 

Like a fisherman, I cast out these requests to see what I would 
find, but I had an eye out for a certain kind of catch - in this 
case, indications of will in how people talked about feelings. 
My respondents often spoke of acts upon feeling: of trying to 
fall in love or putting a damper on love, of trying to Jeel grateful, 
of trying not to feel depressed, of checking their anger, of letting 
themselves feel sad. In short, they spoke of managed feelings. 
The concept of emotion work elaborated in Chapter Three 
grew out of this initial project. 

To manage private loves and hates is to participate in an 
intricate private emotional system. When elements of that 
system are taken into the marketplace and sold as human 
labor, they become stretched into standardized social forms. 
In these forms, a person's contribution of feeling is thinner, 
less freighted with consequence; but at the same time it is 
seen as coming less from the self and being less directed to the 
other. For that reason it is more susceptible to estrangement. 

I followed emotion work into the job market via two 
routes. First I entered the world of the flight attendant. As a 
point of entry, I chose Delta Airlines for several reasons: it 
puts a higher premium on service than other airlines do; its 
in-flight training program is perhaps the best in the indus
try; its service has been ranked very high; and it is head
quartered in the South and has no union for flight attend
ants. For all these reasons, Delta's company demands are 
higher and its worker demands lower than in other compan
ies. Thus Delta exaggerates the demands put on all flight 
attendants. It gives sharper point to the general case about 
emotion work in public life. 
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The reason for exaggerating the case is to show just how 
far demands for emotional labor can go. Having done that, we 
may develop a benchmark for measuring other job demands. 
Even within the airline industry, emotional labor is much less 
evident now than it was in the mid-1950s when airplanes were 
smaller, the clientele more exclusive, and the ratio of flight 
attendants to passengers smaller. My point is that when emo
tionallabor is put into the public marketplace, it behaves like 
a commodity: the demand for it waxes and wanes depending 
upon the competition within the industry. By focusing on a 
Southern nonunion company with the best training school, 
we can approximate a phase of high demand for a "commod
ity" -the trained management of feeling. 

I gathered information at Delta in various ways. First, I 
watched. The head of the Delta Training Center in Atlanta, 
a gentle woman in her fifties, allowed me to attend classes 
there. I watched recruits learning passenger handling and 
meal service in the mock cabin. I got to know the trainers, 
who patiently explained their work to me. They were gener
ous with their time, on duty and off; one trainer invited me 
home to dinner, and several repeatedly invited me to lunch. 
Over countless other breakfasts, lunches, and dinners, and 
in the airport bus, I talked with students doing Initial Train
ing and with experienced flight attendants attending the 
mandatory Recurrent Training sessions. 

I interviewed twenty Delta officials, from the executive 
vice-president through managers in personnel, recruit
ment, training, sales, and billing. I held a group interview 
with seven supervisors. I interviewed four advertising 
agents employed by the firm commissioned to promote 
Delta and its flight attendants, and I looked through mi
crofilms of thirty years of Delta advertising. Finally, I also 
interviewed the two public relations officials who were in 
charge of "handling" me. 

To supplement the Delta study, I observed the recruiting 
of flight attendants by Pan American Airways at its San Fran-
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cisco base. (Delta politely declined my request to observe re
cruiting procedures.) I observed both group and individual 
interviews with job applicants, and I sat in as recruiters dis
cussed candidates. I also conducted open-ended interviews 
lasting three to five hours each with thirty flight attendants in 
the San Francisco Bay Area; twenty-five were women and five 
were men. The airlines they worked for included Pan Ameri
can, TWA, World Airways, United, American, and Delta. The 
average age was thirty-five, and 40 percent were married. 
One was in her first year on the job, and one was in his twenty
second. They averaged eleven years of experience. 7 

The choice to study flight attendants was also good from 
the point of view of understanding the relation of gender to 
jobs (Chapter Five) for three reasons. First, it is not an elite 
occupation. We have many fine studies of professional 
women-doctors, lawyers, and academicians-but surpris
ingly few studies of secretaries and waitresses and factory 
workers. The flight attendant falls roughly between these 
two categories. Second, it is difficult to find jobs that allow us 
to compare the experience of men and women doing "the 
same" work. To study secretaries is to study almost only 
women; to study pilots is to study almost only men. Male and 
female doctors and lawyers tend to have different specialties 
and different clienteles. The male flight attendant, however, 
does the same work in the same place as the female flight 
attendant so that any differences in work experience are 
more likely due to gender. Third, in many studies, the prob
lems of women as workers are confounded with the prob
lems of being in a minority in a given occupation. In this 
work at least, the shoe is on the other foot: males comprise 
only 15 percent of flight attendants. They are the minority; 
and although being part of a minority usually works against 
the individual, this does not appear to be true in the case of 
male flight attendants. 

I interviewed certain people with special angles of vision 
on flight attending, such as five union officials who were try-
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ing to persuade a reluctant local membership to accept the 
contract they had just proposed to American Airlines, and a 
sex therapist who in her ten years of practice had seen some 
fifty flight attendants as clients. I observed an assertiveness 
training course for flight attendants in which encounters 
with "problem" passengers were enacted. I might also men
tion stray conversations (with a Clipper Club receptionist at 
Pan American and with two pilots readying their plane for 
Hong Kong), a guided tour through a Pan Am plane, and a 
two-hour visit in the galley of a Delta plane where a flight 
attendant in blue jeans unloaded dirty trays and talked of 
escaping to law school. 

I followed emotion work into the job market via another 
route as well. Whereas flight attendants do emotion work to 
enhance the status of the customer and entice further sales 
by their friendliness, there is another side of the corporate 
show, represented by the bill collectors who sometimes delib
erately deflate the status of the customer with distrust 
and anger. As a mini project, I interviewed five bill collectors, 
starting with the head of the Delta billing department, a 
man whose office overlooked nearly an acre of women sort
ing billing forms. 

The flight attendant and the bill collector, the toe and the 
heel of capitalism, illustrate two extremes of occupational 
demand on feeling. I have drawn most of my illustrations 
from the world of the flight attendants. I did not make a full
scale study of the bill collectors, but my interviews with them 
do suggest that the same principles of emotional labor apply 
to very different jobs and very different feelings. 

From these three pools of data, then, I have drawn three 
samplings of an emotional system. The first, taken from pri
vate accounts of students, reveals the private face of the 
emotional system. The second, drawn from the world of 
flight attendants, tells of its public front. The third, drawn 
from the world of bill collectors, tells of its public back. This 
book is not intended as an empirical report, or not simply as 
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that. It provides what would have to underlie such a report
a set of illustrated ideas about how society uses feeling. Its 
purpose is to point in a certain direction and to offer the 
reader a fresh angle of vision. With the exception of illustra
tions from published prose or fiction (which are cited in the 
notes), all the quotations I offer are from real people. 

PRIVATE AND COMMERCIAL USES OF FEELING 

A nineteenth-century child working in a brutalizing English 
wallpaper factory and a well-paid twentieth-century Ameri
can flight attendant have something in common: in order to 
survive in their jobs, they must mentally detach them
selves-the factory worker from his own body and physical 
labor, and the flight attendant from her own feelings and 
emotional labor. Marx and many others have told us the fac
tory worker's story. I am interested in telling the flight at
tendant's story in order to promote a fuller appreciation of 
the costs of what she does. And I want to base this apprecia
tion on a prior demonstration of what can happen to any of 
us when we become estranged from our feelings and the 
management of them. 

We feel. But what is a feeling? I would define feeling, like 
emotion, as a sense, like the sense of hearing or sight. In a 
general way, we experience it when bodily sensations are 
joined with what we see or imagine. 8 Like the sense of hear
ing, emotion communicates information. It has, as Freud 
said of anxiety, a "signal function:' From feeling we discover 
our own viewpoint on the world. 

We often say that we try to feel. But how can we do this? 
Feelings, I suggest, are not stored "inside" us, and they are 
not independent of acts of management. Both the act of 
"getting in touch with" feeling and the act of "trying to" feel 
may become part of the process that makes the thing we get 
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in touch with, or the thing we manage, into a feeling or emo
tion. In managing feeling, we contribute to the creation of it. 

If this is so, what we think of as intrinsic to feeling or emo
tion may have always been shaped to social form and put to 
civic use. Consider what happens when young men roused 
to anger go willingly to war, or when followers rally enthusi
astically around their king, or mullah, or football team. Pri
vate social life may always have called for the management 
of feeling. The party guest summons up a gaiety owed to the 
host, the mourner summons up a proper sadness for a fu
neral. Each offers up feeling as a momentary contribution to 
the collective good. In the absence of an English-language 
name for feelings-as-contribution-to-the-group (which the 
more group-centered Hopi culture called arofa), I shall offer 
the concept of a gift exchange.9 Muted anger, conjured grat
itude, and suppressed envy are offerings back and forth 
from parent to child, wife to husband, friend to friend, and 
lover to lover. I shall try to illustrate the intricate designs of 
these offerings, to point out their shapes, and to study how 
they are made and exchanged. 

What gives social pattern to our acts of emotion manage
ment? I believe that when we try to feel, we apply latent feel
ing rules, which are the subject of Chapter Four. We say, "I 
shouldn't feel so angry at what she did;' or "given our agree
ment, I have no right to feel jealous:' Acts of emotion man
agement are not simply private acts; they are used in ex
changes under the guidance of feeling rules. Feeling rules are 
standards used in emotional conversation to determine what 
is rightly owed and owing in the currency of feeling. Through 
them, we tell what is "due" in each relation, each role. We pay 
tribute to each other in the currency of the managing act. In 
interaction we pay, overpay, underpay, play with paying, ac
knowledge our dues, pretend to pay, or acknowledge what is 
emotionally due another person. In these ways, discussed in 
Chapter Five, we make our try at sincere civility. 

Because the distribution of power and authority is un-
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equal in some of the relations of private life, the managing 
acts can also be unequal. The myriad momentary acts of 
management compose part of what we summarize in the 
terms relation and role. Like the tiny dots of a Seurat paint
ing, the microacts of emotion management compose, 
through repetition and change over time, a movement of 
form. Some forms express inequality, others equality. 

Now what happens when the managing of emotion comes 
to be sold as labor? What happens when feeling rules, like 
rules of behavioral display, are established not through pri
vate negotiation but by company manuals? What happens 
when social exchanges are not, as they are in private life, 
subject to change or termination but ritually sealed and al
most inescapable? 

What happens when the emotional display that one person 
owes another reflects a certain inherent inequality? The air
line passenger may choose not to smile, but the flight attend
ant is obliged not only to smile but to try to work up some 
warmth behind it. What happens, in other words, when there 
is a transmutation of the private ways we use feeling? 

One sometimes needs a grand word to point out a coher
ent pattern between occurrences that would otherwise seem 
totally unconnected. My word is "transmutation." When I 
speak of the transmutation of an emotional system, I mean 
to point out a link between a private act, such as attempting 
to enjoy a party, and a public act, such as summoning up 
good feeling for a customer. I mean to expose the relation 
between the private act of trying to dampen liking for a per
son-which overcommitted lovers sometimes attempt-and 
the public act of a bill collector who suppresses empathy for 
a debtor. By the grand phrase "transmutation of an emo
tional system" I mean to convey what it is that we do pri
vately, often unconsciously, to feelings that nowadays often 
fall under the sway of large organizations, social engineer
ing, and the profit motive. 

Trying to feel what one wants, expects, or thinks one 
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ought to feel is probably no newer than emotion itself. Con
forming to or deviating from feeling rules is also hardly new. 
In organized society, rules have probably never been ap
plied only to observable behavior. "Crimes of the heart" 
have long been recognized because proscriptions have long 
guarded the "preactions" of the heart; the Bible says not to 
covet your neighbor'S wife, not simply to avoid acting on that 
feeling. What is new in our time is an increasingly prevalent 
instrumental stance toward our native capacity to play, wit
tingly and actively, upon a range of feelings for a private 
purpose and the way in which that stance is engineered and 
administered by large organizations. 

This transmutation of the private use of feeling affects 
the two sexes and the various social classes in distinctly dif
ferent ways, as Chapters Seven and Eight suggest. As a mat
ter of tradition, emotion management has been better un
derstood and more often used by women as one of the 
offerings they trade for economic support. Especially 
among dependent women of the middle and upper classes, 
women have the job (or think they ought to) of creating the 
emotional tone of social encounters: expressing joy at the 
Christmas presents others open, creating the sense of sur
prise at birthdays, or displaying alarm at the mouse in the 
kitchen. Gender is not the only determinant of skill in such 
managed expression and in the emotion work needed to do 
it well. But men who do this work well have slightly less in 
common with other men than women who do it well have 
with other women. When the "womanly" art of living up to 
private emotional conventions goes public, it attaches itself 
to a different profit-and-Ioss statement. 

Similarly, emotional labor affects the various social classes 
differently. If it is women, members of the less advantaged 
gender, who specialize in emotional labor, it is the middle 
and upper reaches of the class system that seem to call most 
for it. And parents who do emotional labor on the job will 
convey the importance of emotion management to their 
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children and will prepare them to learn the skills they will 
probably need for the jobs they will probably get. 

In general, lower-class and working-class people tend to 
work more with things, and middle-class and upper-class 
people tend to work more with people. More working 
women than men deal with people as a job. Thus, there are 
both gender patterns and class patterns to the civic and com
mercial use of human feeling. That is the social point. 

But there is a personal point, too. There is a cost to emo
tion work: it affects the degree to which we listen to feeling 
and sometimes our very capacity to feel. Managing feeling is 
an art fundamental to civilized living, and I assume that in 
broad terms the cost is usually worth the fundamental 
benefit. Freud, in Civilization and Its Discontents, argued anal
ogously about the sexual instinct: enjoyable as that instinct 
is, we are wise in the long run to give up some gratification of 
it. But when the transmutation of the private use of feeling 
is successfully accomplished-when we succeed in lending 
our feelings to the organizational engineers of worker-cus
tomer relations-we may pay a cost in how we hear our feel
ings and a cost in what, for better or worse, they tell us about 
ourselves. When a speed-up of the human assembly line 
makes "genuine" personal service harder to deliver, the 
worker may withdraw emotional labor and offer instead a 
thin crust of display. Then the cost shifts: the penalty be
comes a sense of being phony or insincere. In short, when 
the transmutation works, the worker risks losing the signal 
function of feeling. When it does not work, the risk is losing 
the signal function of display. 

Certain social conditions have increased the cost of feeling 
management. One is an overall unpredictability about our so
cial world. Ordinary people nowadays move through many 
social worlds and get the gist of dozens of social roles. Com
pare this with the life of the fourteenth-century baker's ap
prentice described in Peter Laslett's The World We Have Lost 
(1968): it is a life that begins and ends in one locale, in one 
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occupation, in one household, within one world view, and ac
cording to one set of rules. 10 It has become much less com
mon that given circumstances seem to dictate the proper in
terpretation of them or that they indicate in a plainly visible 
way what feeling is owed to whom, and when, and how. As a 
result, we moderns spend more mental time on the question 
"What, in this situation, should I be feeling?" Oddly enough, a 
second condition more appropriate to Laslett's baker's ap
prentice has survived into more modern and fluid times. We 
still, it seems, ask of ourselves, "Who am I?" as if the question 
permitted a single neat answer. We still search for a solid, pre
dictable core of self even though the conditions for the exist
ence of such a self have long since vanished. 

In the face of these two conditions, people turn to feelings 
in order to locate themselves or at least to see what their own 
reactions are to a given event. That is, in the absence of un
questioned external guidelines, the signal function of emo
tion becomes more important, and the commercial distor
tion of the managed heart becomes all the more important 
as a human cost. 

We may well be seeing a response to all this in the rising 
approval of the unmanaged heart, the greater virtue now 
attached to what is "natural" or spontaneous. Ironically, the 
person like Rousseau's Noble Savage, who only smiles "natu
rally," without ulterior purpose, is a poor prospect for the 
job of waiter, hotel manager, or flight attendant. The high 
regard for "natural feeling," then, may coincide with the cul
turally imposed need to develop the precise opposite-an 
instrumental stance toward feeling. We treat spontaneous 
feeling, for this reason, as if it were scarce and precious; we 
raise it up as a virtue. It may not be too much to suggest that 
we are witnessing a call for the conservation of "inner re
sources," a call to save another wilderness from corporate 
use and keep it "forever wild." 

With the growing celebration of spontaneity have come 
the robot jokes. Robot humor plays with the tension between 
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being human-that is to say, having feeling-and being a 
cog in a socioeconomic machine. The charm of the little ro
bot R2 - D2, in the film Star Wars, is that he seems so human. 
Films like this bring us the familiar in reverse: every day, 
outside the movie house, we see human beings whose show 
of feeling has a robot quality. The ambiguities are funny 
now. 

Both the growing celebration of spontaneity and the jokes 
we tell about being robots suggest that in the realm of feel
ing, Orwell's 1984 came in disguise several years ago, leaving 
behind a laugh and perhaps the idea of a private way out. 



2 
FEELING AS CLUE 

Men are estranged from one another as each secretly tries 
to make an instrument of the other, and in time a full circle is 
made; one makes an instrument of himself, and is estranged 
from It also. 

-co Wright Mills 

One day at Delta's Stewardess Training Center an instructor 
scanned the twenty-five faces readied for her annual Self
Awareness Class set up by the company in tandem with a 
refresher course in emergency procedures required by the 
Federal Aviation Administration. She began: "This is a class 
on thought processes, actions, and feelings. I believe in it. I 
have to believe in it, or I couldn't get up here in front of you 
and be enthusiastic." What she meant was this: "Being a sin
cere person, I couldn't say one thing to you and believe in 
another. Take the fact of my sincerity and enthusiasm as tes
timony to the value of the techniques of emotion manage
ment that I'm going to talk about." 

Yet, as it became clear, it was precisely by such techniques 
of emotion management that sincerity itself was achieved. 
And so, through this hall of mirrors, students were intro
duced to a topic scarcely mentioned in Initial Training but 
central to Recurrent Training: stress and one of its main 
causes-anger at obnoxious passengers. 

"What happens;' the instructor asked the class, in the 
manner of a Southern Baptist minister inviting a response 

24 
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from the congregation, "when you become angry?" An
swers: Your body becomes tense. Your heart races. You 
breathe more quickly and get less oxygen. Your adrenalin 
gets higher. 

"What do you do when you get angry?" Answers: Cuss. 
Want to hit a passenger. Yell in a bucket. Cry. Eat. Smoke a 
cigarette. Talk to myself Since all but the last two responses 
carry a risk of offending passengers and thus losing sales, 
the discussion was directed to ways that an obnoxious per
son could be reconceived in an honest but useful way. The 
passenger demanding constant attention could be con
ceived as a "victim of fear of flying." A drunk could be recon
ceived as 'Just like a child." It was explained why a worker 
angered by a passenger would do better to avoid seeking 
sympathy from co-workers. 

"How," the instructor asked the class, "do you alleviate an
ger at an irate?" (An "irate;' a noun born of experience, is an 
angry person.) Answering her own question, she went on: 

I pretend something traumatic has happened in their lives. 
Once I had an irate that was complaining about me, cursing at 
me, threatening to get my name and report me to the company. 
I later found out his son had just died. Now when I meet an irate 
I think of that man. If you think about the other person and why 
they're so upset, you've taken attention off of yourself and your 
own frustration. And you won't feel so angry. 

If anger erupts despite these preventive tactics, then deep 
breathing, talking to yourself: reminding yourself that "you 
don't have to go home with him" were offered as ways to 
manage emotion. Using these, the worker becomes less 
prone to cuss, hit, cry, or smoke. 

The instructor did not focus on what might have caused 
the worker's anger. When this did come up, the book was 
opened to the mildest of examples (such as a passenger say
ing, "Come here, girl!"). Rather, the focus was kept on the 
worker's response and on ways to prevent an angry response 
through "anger-desensitization." 
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After about ten minutes of this lecture one flight attend
ant in the next to last row began tapping her index finger 
rapidly on her closed notebook. Her eyes were turned away 
from the speaker, and she crossed and recrossed her legs 
abruptly. Then, her elbow on the table, she turned to two 
workers to her left and whispered aloud, "I'm just livid!" 

Recurrent Training classes are required yearly. The fact 
that a few fellow workers had escaped coming to this one 
without penalty had come to light only in the last ten min
utes of informal talk before class. Flight attendants are re
quired to come to the class from whatever city they are in at 
the time. The company provides travel passes to training, 
but it is a well-known source of resentment that after train
ing, workers are offen bumped from home-bound flights in 
favor of paying passengers. "Last time," the livid one said, "it 
took me two days to get home from Recurrent, and all just 
for this." 

Addressing a rustling in the group and apparently no one 
in particular, the instructor said: 

Now a lot of flight attendants resent having to commute to Re
current. It's a bother getting here and a heck of a bother getting 
back. And some people get angry with me because of that. And 
because that's not my fault and because I put work into my 
classes, I get angry back. But then I get tired of being angry. Do 
you ever get tired of being angry? Well, one time I had a flight 
attendant who sat in the back of my class and snickered the whole 
time I was teaching. But you know what I did? I thought to my
self, "She has full lips, and I've always believed people with full 
lips are compassionate:' When I thought that, I wasn't so angry. 

By reminding the class that ease in using company passes, 
like the overall plan of Recurrent Training, was out of her 
hands, and by putting herself in the role of a flight attendant 
and her listeners in the role of an angry passenger, she 
hoped to show how she removed her anger. In fact, she also 
reduced the anger in the class; like the back-seat snickerer, 
the finger-drummer relented. The right to anger withered 
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on the vine. There was an unfolding of legs and arms, a 
flowering of comments, the class relaxer came forth with a 
joke, and the instructor's enthusiasm rose again along the 
path readied for it. 

FEELING AS SUSCEPTIBLE TO PREVENTIVE TACTICS 

To consider just how a company or any other organization 
might benignly intervene in a work situation between the 
stimulus and the response, we had best start by rethinking 
what an emotion or a feeling is. Many theorists have seen 
emotion as a sealed biological event, something that exter
nal stimuli can bring on, as cold weather brings on a cold. 
Furthermore, once emotion-which the psychologist Paul 
Ekman calls a "biological response syndrome" -is operat
ing, the individual passively undergoes it. Charles Darwin, 
William James, and the early Freud largely share this "orga
nismic" conception.* But it seems to me a limited view. For if 
we conceive of emotion as only this, what are we to make of 
the many ways in which flight attendants in Recurrent 
Training are taught to attend to stimuli and manage emo
tion, ways that can actually change feeling? 

If we conceive of feeling not as a periodic abdication to 
biology but as something we do by attending to inner sensa
tion in a given way, by defining situations in a given way, by 
managing in given ways, then it becomes plainer just how 
plastic and susceptible to reshaping techniques a feeling can 
be. The very act of managing emotion can be seen as part of 
what the emotion becomes. But this idea gets lost if we as
sume, as the organismic theorists do, that how we manage or 
express feeling is extrinsic to emotion. The organismic theo
rists want to explain how emotion is "motored by instinct;' 
and so they by-pass the question of how we come to assess, 
label, and manage emotion. (See Appendix A and B.) The 

* For a summary of the views of the theorists mentioned in this chapter, see 
Appendix A. 
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"interactional" theorists assume, as I do, that culture can im
pinge on emotion in ways that affect what we point to when 
we say emotion. Drawing from the organismic and interac
tional traditions described in Appendix A, I think of emo
tion as more permeable to cultural influence than organis
mic theorists have thought, but as more substantial than 
some interactional theorists have thought. In the view de
scribed at the end of Appendix A, emotion is a bodily orien
tation to an imaginary act (here I draw from Darwin). As 
such, it has a signal function; it warns us of where we stand 
vis-a-vis outer or inner events (here I draw on Freud). Fi
nally what does and does not stand out as a "signal" presup
poses certain culturally taken-for-granted ways of seeing 
and holding expectations about the world-an idea devel
oped in Appendix B on the naming of emotions. It would be 
possible to connect the ideas of this book with entirely dif
ferent ones about emotion, but my perspective on emotion 
developed partly out of my research for this book, and to me 
it offers the best account of how deep institutions can go into 
an individual's emotional life while apparently honoring the 
worker's right to "privacy." 

FEELING AS CL UE 

Feeling as it spontaneously emerges acts for better or worse as 
a clue. It filters out evidence about the self-relevance of what we 
see, recall, or fantasize. The exact point at which we feel in
jured or insulted, complimented or enhanced, varies. One 
flight attendant described her "anger" boundaries as follows: 

Now if a man calls out to me, "Oh, waitress;' I don't like it. I'm not 
a waitress. I'm a flight attendant. But I know that sometimes they 
just don't know what to call you, and so I don't mind. But if they 
call me "honey" or "sweetheart" or "little lady" in a certain tone of 
voice, I feel demeaned, like they don't know that in an emergency 
I could save their little chauvinistic lives. But when I get called 
"bitch" and "slut;' I get angry. And when a drunk puts his hands 
right between my legs-I mean, good God! 
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The company, as she saw it, preferred a different anger line 
for her: 

Now the company wants to say, look, that's too bad, that's not 
nice, but it's all in the line of public-contact work. I had a woman 
throw hot coffee at me, and do you think the company would 
back me up? Would they write a letter? Bring a suit? Hal Any 
chance of negative publicity and they say, No. They say don't get 
angry at that; it's a tough job, and part of the job is to take this 
abuse in stride. Well, I'm sorry. It's abuse, and I don't have to 
take it. 

This flight attendant saw that the difference in interest be
tween management (getting more happy passengers) and 
labor (getting civil rights and pleasant working conditions) 
leads each to give different answers to the question of how 
much anger is warranted by how much "insult:' Insofar as 
anger can be a prelude to action, the company's position on 
anger is a practical matter. Perhaps for this reason, this clash 
of interest was made exquisitely obscure in the Recurrent 
Training class on self-awareness. Infused into a lecture giv
ing tips on how to reduce stress and make working more 
pleasant was a company-oriented view of what is worth get
ting angry about-which is not much. The broad array of 
techniques for averting anger was offered as a protective 
cloak, but just who was being most protected from anger
the worker or the company - remained vague. 

Relevant to both trainer and student is the proposition 
that emotion, like seeing and hearing, is a way of knowing 
about the world. It is a way of testing reality. As Freud 
pointed out in Inhibitions, Symptoms, and Anxiety (1926), anxi
ety has a signal function. It signals danger from inside, as 
when we fear an overload of rage, or from outside, as when 
an insult threatens to humiliate us beyond easy endurance.* 

Actually, every emotion has a signal function. Not every 

• One study on rape prevention found that victims differed from nonvictims in 
risk situations in their "trust of feeling:' That is, victims tended to disregard their 
feeling of fear whereas nonvictims in risk situations tended to heed the feeling and 
turn back (Queens Bench Foundation, 1976). 
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emotion signals danger. But every emotion does signal the 
"me" I put into seeing "you." It signals the often unconscious 
perspective we apply when we go about seeing. Feeling sig
nals that inner perspective. Thus, to suggest helpful tech
niques for changing feeling-in the service of avoiding 
stress on the worker and making life pleasanter for the pas
senger- is to intervene in the signal function of feeling. 

This simple point is obscured whenever we apply the be
lief that emotion is dangerous in the first place because it 
distorts perception and leads people to act irrationally
which means that all ways of reducing emotion are automat
ically good. Of course, a person gripped by fear may make 
mistakes, may find reflection difficult, and may not (as we 
say) be able to think. But a person totally without emotion 
has no warning system, no guidelines to the self-relevance of 
a sight, a memory, or a fantasy. Like one who cannot feel and 
touches fire, an emotionless person suffers a sense of arbi
trariness, which from the point of view of his or her self
interest is irrational. In fact, emotion is a potential avenue to 
"the reasonable view."* Furthermore, it can tell us about a 
way of seeing. t 

Emotion locates the position of the viewer. It uncovers an 
often unconscious perspective, a comparison. "You look tall" 
may mean "From where I lie on the floor, you look tall." "I 
feel awe" may mean "compared with what I do or think I 
could do, he is awesome." Awe, love, anger, and envy tell of a 

* We may misinterpret an event, feel accordingly, and then draw false conclu· 
sions from what we feel. (We sometimes call this neurosis.) We can handle this by 
applying a secondary framework that corrects habits of feeling and inference, as 
when we say" I know I have a tendency to interpret certain gestures as rejections." 
But feeling is the essential clue that a certain viewpoint, even though it may need 
frequent adjustment, is alive and well. 

t A black person may see the deprivations of the ghetto more accurately, more 
"rationally;' through indignation and anger than through obedience or resigned 
"realism." He will focus clearly on the policeman's bloodied club, the landlord's 
Cadillac, the look of disapproval on the employment agent's white face. Outside of 
anger, these images become like boulders on a mountainside, minuscule parts of the 
landscape. Likewise, a chronically morose person who falls in love may suddenly 
see the world as happier people do. 
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self vis-a.-vis a situation. When we reflect on feeling we 
reflect on this sense of "from where I am."! 

The word objective, according to the Random House Dictio
nary, means "free from personal feelings." Yet ironically, we 
need feeling in order to reflect on the external or "objective" 
world. Taking feelings into account as clues and then correct
ing for them may be our best shot at objectivity. Like hearing 
or seeing, feeling provides a useful set of clues in figuring out 
what is real. A show of feeling by someone else is interesting 
to us precisely because it may reflect a buried perspective and 
may offer a clue as to how that person may act. 

In public life, expressions of feeling often make news. For 
example, a TV sports newscaster noted: "Tennis has passed 
the stage of trying to survive as a commercial sport. We're 
beyond that now. The women's tennis teams, too. The 
women are really serious players. They get really mad if they 
hit a net ball. They get even madder than the guys, I'd say."2 
He had seen a woman tennis player miss a shot (it was a net 
ball), redden in the face, stamp her foot, and spank the net 
with her racket. From this he inferred that the woman "re
ally wants to win:' Wanting to win, she is a "serious" player
a pro. Being a pro, she can be expected to see the tennis 
match as something on which her professional reputation 
and financial future depend. Further, from the way she 
broke an ordinary field of calm with a brief display of anger, 
the commentator inferred that she really meant it-she was 
"serious." He also inferred what she must have wanted and 
expected just before the net ball and what the newly 
grasped reality-a miss-must have felt like. He tried to 
pick out what part of her went into seeing the ball. A miss, if 
you really want to win, is maddening. 

From the commentator's words and tone, TV viewers 
could infer his point of view. He assessed the woman's anger 
in relation to a prior expectation about how pros in general 
see, feel, and act and about how women in general act. 
Women tennis pros, he implied, do not laugh apologetically 
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at a miss, as a nonprofessional woman player might. They 
feel, he said, in a way that is appropriate to the role of a profes
sional player. In fact, as newcomers they overconform. 
"They get even madder than the guys." Thus the viewers can 
ferret out the sportscaster's mental set and the role of 
women in it. 

In the same way that we infer other people's viewpoints 
from how they display feeling, we decide what we ourselves 
are really like by reflecting on how we feel about ordinary 
events. Consider, for example, this statement by a young man 
of nineteen: 

I had agreed to give a party with a young woman who was an 
old friend. As the time approached, it became apparent to me 
that, while I liked her, I didn't want the [social] identification 
with her that such an action [the jointly sponsored party] would 
bring .... I tried explaining this to her without success, and at 
first I resolved to do the socially acceptable thing-go through 
with it. But the day before the party, I knew I simply couldn't do 
it, so I canceled out. My friend didn't understand and was 
placed in a very embarrassing position .... I can't feel ashamed 
no matter how hard I try. All I felt then was relief, and this is still 
my dominant response .... I acted selfishly, but fully con
sciously. I imagine that myfriendship could not have meant that much. 

The young man reached his conclusion by reasoning back 
from his absence of guilt or shame, from the feeling of relief he 
experienced. (He might also have concluded: "I've shown 
myself to be the sort of fellow who can feel square with him
self in cases of unmet obligation. I can withstand the guilt. 
It's enough for me that I tried to feel shame.") 

For the sportscaster and the young man, feeling was taken 
as a signal. To observer and actor alike it was a clue to an 
underlying truth, a truth that had to be dug out or inferred, 
a truth about the self vis-a.-vis a situation. The sportscaster 
took the anger of the woman tennis player as a clue to how 
seriously she took the game of tennis. The young man who 
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backed out on his friend took his sense of relief and absence 
of guilty feelings as a clue to the absence of seriousness in his 
"old friendship." 

Feeling can be used to give a clue to the operating truth, 
but in private life as well as on the job, two complications can 
arise. The first one lies between the clue of feeling and the 
interpretation of it. We are capable of disguising what we 
feel, of pretending to feel what we do not-of doing surface 
acting. The box of clues is hidden, but it is not changed. The 
second complication emerges in a more fundamental rela
tion between stimulus and response, between a net ball and 
feeling frustration, between letting someone down and feel
ing guilty, between being called names by an "irate" and get
ting angry back. Here the clues can be dissolved by deep 
acting, which from one point of view involves deceiving one
self as much as deceiving others. In surface acting we de
ceive others about what we really feel, but we do not deceive 
ourselves. Diplomats and actors do this best, and very small 
children do it worst (it is part of their charm). 

In deep acting we make feigning easy by making it unnec
essary. At Delta, the techniques of deep acting are joined to 
the principles of social engineering. Can a flight attendant 
suppress her anger at a passenger who insults her? Delta 
Airlines can teach her how - if she is qualified for the job by 
a demonstrably friendly disposition to start with. She may 
have lost for awhile the sense of what she would have felt had 
she not been trying so hard to feel something else. By taking 
over the levers of feeling prod uction, by pretending deeply, 
she alters herself. 

Deep acting has always had the edge over simple pretend
ing in its power to convince, as any good Recurrent Training 
instructor knows. In jobs that require dealing with the public, 
employers are wise to want workers to be sincere, to go well 
beyond the smile that's 'just painted on:' Gregg Snazelle, who 
directed all the commercials for Toyota's fall 1980 campaign, 
teaches his ad vertising students in the first class "to always be 
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honest."3 Behind the most effective display is the feeling that 
fits it, and that feeling can be managed. 

As workers, the more seriously social engineering affects 
our behavior and our feelings, the more intensely we must 
address a new ambiguity about who is directing them (is this 
me or the company talking?). As customers, the greater our 
awareness of social engineering, the more effort we put into 
distinguishing between gestures of real personal feeling 
and gestures of company policy. We have a practical knowl
edge of the commercial takeover of the signal function of 
feeling. In a routine way, we make up for it; at either end, as 
worker or customer, we try to correct for the social engineer
ing of feeling.* We mentally subtract feeling with commer
cial purpose to it from the total pattern of display that we 
sense to be sincerely felt. In interpreting a smile, we try to 
take out what social engineering put in, pocketing only what 
seems meant just for us. We say, "It's her job to be friendly," 
or "They have to believe in their prod uct like that in order to 
sell it:' 

In the end, it seems, we make up an idea of our "real self;' 
an inner jewel that remains our unique possession no matter 
whose billboard is on our back or whose smile is on our face. 
We push this "real self" further inside, making it more inac
cessible. Subtracting credibility from the parts of our emo
tional machinery that are in commercial hands, we turn to 
what is left to find out who we "really are." And around the 
surface of our human character, where once we were naked, 
we don a cloak to protect us against the commercial elements. 

* It is not only in the world of commerce that we automatically assume insin
cerity. Political reporters regularly state not only what an officeholder or candidate 
wants to seem to feel but also how well he or she succeeds in the effort to convey 
that feeling. Readers, it is assumed, demand at least this much unveiling. 
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MANAGING FEELING 

He who always wears the mask of a friendly man must at last 
gain a power over friendliness of disposition, without which 
the expression itself of friendliness is not to be gained - and 
finally friendliness of disposition gains the ascendancy over 
him - he is benevolent. 

-Nietzsche 

"Sincerity" is detrimental to une's job, until the rules of 
salesmanship and business become a "genuine" aspect of 
oneself. 

-co Wright Mills 

We all do a certain amount of acting. But we may act in two 
ways. In the first way, we try to change how we outwardly 
appear. As it is for the people observed by Erving Coffman, 
the action is in the body language, the put-on sneer, the 
posed shrug, the controlled sigh. This is surface acting. l The 
other way is deep acting. Here, display is a natural result of 
working on feeling; the actor does not try to seem happy or 
sad but rather expresses spontaneously, as the Russian di
rector Constantin Stanislavski urged, a real feeling that has 
been self-induced. Stanislavski offers this illustration from 
his own experience: 

At a party one evening, in the house of friends, we were do
ing various stunts and they decided, for a joke, to operate on me. 

35 
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Tables were carried in, one for operating, the other supposedly 
containing surgical instruments. Sheets were draped around; 
bandages, basins, various vessels were brought. 

The "surgeons" put on white coats and I was dressed in a 
hospital gown. They laid me on the operating table and ban
daged my eyes. What disturbed me was the extremely solicitous 
manner of the doctors. They treated me as if I were in a desper
ate condition and did everything with utmost seriousness. Sud
denly the thought flashed through my mind, "What if they re
ally should cut me open?!" 

Now and then a large basin made a booming noise like the 
toll of a funeral bell. 

"Let us begin!" someone whispered. 
Someone took a firm hold on my right wrist. I felt a dull pain 

and then three sharp stabs. I couldn't help trembling. Some
thing that was harsh and smarted was rubbed on my wrist. 
Then it was bandaged, people rustled around handing things to 
the surgeon. 

Finally, after a long pause, they began to speak out loud, they 
laughed, congratulated me. My eyes were unbandaged and on 
my left arm lay a new-born baby made out of my right hand, all 
swaddled in gauze. On the back of my hand they had painted a 
silly, infantile face.2 

The "patient" above is not pretending to be frightened at 
his "operation:' He is not trying to fool others. He is really 
scared. Through deep acting he has managed to scare him-_ 
self Feelings do not erupt spontaneously or automatically in 
either deep acting or surface acting. In both cases the actor 
has learned to intervene-either in creating the inner shape 
of a feeling or in shaping the outward appearance of one. 

In surface acting, the expression on my face or the pos
ture of my body feels "put on." It is not "part of me." In deep 
acting, my conscious mental work - the effort to imagine a 
tall surgeon looming over me, for example-keeps the feel
ing that I conjure up from being part of "myself" Thus in 
either method, an actor may separate what it takes to act 
from the idea of a central self 
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But whether the separation between "me" and my face or 
between "me" and my feeling counts as estrangement de
pends on something else - the outer context. In the world of 
the theater, it is an honorable art to make maximum use of 
the resources of memory and feeling in stage performance. 
In private life, the same resources can be used to advantage, 
though to a lesser extent. But when we enter the world of 
profit-and-Ioss statements, when the psychological costs of 
emotional labor are not acknowledged by the company, it is 
then that we look at these otherwise helpful separations of 
"me" from my face and my feeling as potentially estranging. 

SURFACE ACTING 

To show through surface acting the feelings of a Hamlet or 
an Ophelia, the actor operates countless muscles that make 
up an outward gesture. The body, not the soul, is the main 
tool of the trade. The actor's body evokes passion in the audi
ence's soul, but the actor is only acting as if he had feeling. 
Stanislavski, the originator of a different type of acting
called Method acting-illustrates surface acting in the 
course of disparaging it: 

[The actor portrayed] an important general [who] acciden
tally found himself alone at home with nothing to do. Out of 
boredom he lined up all the chairs in the place so that they 
looked like soldiers on parade. Then he made neat piles of ev
erything on all the tables. Next he thought of something rather 
spicy; after that he looked aghast over a pile of business corre
spondence. He signed several letters without reading them, 
yawned, stretched himself, and then began his silly activities all 
overagam. 

All the while [the actor] was giving the text of the soliloquy 
with extraordinary clarity; about the nobility of highly placed 
persons and the dense ignorance of everyone else. He did it in a 
cold, impersonal way, indicating the outer form of the scene 
without any attempt to put life or depth into it. In some places 
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he rendered the text with technical crispness, in others he un
derscored his pose, gesture, play, or emphasized some special 
detail of his characterization. Meantime he was watching his 
public out of the corner of his eye to see whether what he was 
doing carried across.3 

This is surface acting-the art of an eyebrow raised here, an 
upper lip tightened there. The actor does not really experi
ence the world from an imperial viewpoint, but he works at 
seeming to. What is on the actor's mind? Not the chairs that 
he has commanded to line up at attention, but the audience, 
which is the nearest mirror to his own surface. 

Stanislavski described the limitations of surface acting as 
follows: 

This type of art (of the Coquelin school) is less profound than 
beautiful. It is more immediately effective than truly powerful; 
[its] form is more interesting than its content. It acts more on 
your sense of sound and sight than on your soul. Consequently 
it is more likely to delight than to move you. You can receive 
great impressions through this art. But they will neither warm 
your soul nor penetrate deeply into it. Their effect is sharp but 
not lasting. Your astonishment rather than your faith is 
aroused. Only what can be accomplished through surprising 
theatrical beauty or picturesque pathos lies within the bounds 
of this art. But delicate and deep human feelings are not subject 
to such technique. They call for natural emotions at the very 
moment in which they appear before you in the flesh. They call 
for the direct cooperation of nature itself.4 

DEEP ACTING 

There are two ways of doing deep acting. One is by directly 
exhorting feeling, the other by making indirect use of a 
trained imagination.5 Only the second is true Method acting. 
But in either case, Stanislavski argued, the acting of passions 
grows out of living in them. 

People sometimes talk as much about their efforts to feel 
(even if these efforts fail) as they do about having feelings.6 
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When I asked students simply to describe an event in which 
they experienced a deep emotion, the responses were sprin
kled with such phrases as "I psyched myself up, I squashed 
my anger down, I tried hard not to feel disappointed, I 
forced myself to have a good time, I mustered up some grat
itude, I put a damper on my love for her, I snapped myself 
out of the depression."* In the flow of experience, there were 
occasional common but curious shades of will-will to evoke, 
will to suppress, and will to somehow allow a feeling, as in "I 
finally let myself feel sad about it."7 

Sometimes there was only a social custom in mind - as 
when a person wished to feel sad at a funeral. But other 
times there was a desperate inner desire to avoid pain. Her
bert Gold describes a man's effort to prevent himself from 
feeling love for a wife he no longer has: 

He fought against love, he fought against grief, he fought 
against anger. They were all linked. He reminded himself when 
touched, moved, overwhelmed by the sights and smell of her, or 
a sight and smell which recalled her, or passing their old house 
or eating their foods, or walking on their streets; don't do this, 
don't feel. First he succeeded in removing her from the strug
gle .... He lost his love. He lost his anger. She became a limited 
idea, like a newspaper death notice. He did not lose her entirely, 
but chipped away at it: don't, don't, don't, he would remind him
self in the middle of the night; don't feel; and then dream what 
he could. s 

These are almost like orders to a contrary horse (whoa, gid
dyup, steady now), attempts to exhort feeling as if feeling 
can listen when it is talked to.t And sometimes it does. But 

* In each instance the individual indicates awareness of acting on a feeling. A 
passive stance toward feeling was reflected in other examples: "I found myself 
filled with pride," "My stomach did a trapeze act all by itself' 

t It also presupposes an aspiration to feel. The man who fought against love 
wanted to feel the same about his former wife as he thought she felt about him; if 
he was a limited idea to her, he wanted her to be that for him. A courtly lover in 
twelfth-century France or a fourteen-year-old American female rock fan might 
have been more disposed to aspire to one-sided love, to want it that way. Deep act
ing comes with its social stories about what we aspire to feel. 
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such coaching only addresses the capacity to duck a signal, 
to turn away from what evokes feeling.9 It does not move to 
the home of the imagery, to that which gives power to a 
sight, a sound, or a smell. It does not involve the deeper work 
of retraining the imagination. 

Ultimately, direct prods to feeling are not based on a deep 
look into how feeling works, and for this reason Stanislavski 
advised his actors against them: "On the stage there cannot 
be, under any circumstances, action which is directed imme
diately at the arousing of a feeling for its own sake .... Never 
seek to be jealous, or to make love, or to suffer for its own 
sake. All such feelings are the result of something that has 
gone before. Of the thing that goes before you should think 
as you can. As for the result, it will produce itself."l0 

Stanislavski's alternative to the direct prodding of feeling is 
Method acting. Not simply the body, or immediately accessible 
feeling, but the entire world of fantasy, of subconscious and 
semiconscious memory, is conceived as a precious resource.* 

If he were in the hands of Stanislavsk~ the man who 
wanted to fight offlove for his former wife would approach 
his task differently. First, he would use "emotion memory": 
he would remember all the times he had felt furious at his 
wife's thoughtlessness or cruelty. He would focus on one 
most exasperating instance of this, reevoking all the circum
stances. Perhaps she had forgotten his birthday, had made 
no effort to remember, and failed to feel badly about it after
wards. Then he would use the "if" supposition and say to 
himself: "How would I feel about her if this is what she really 
was like?" He would not prompt himself not to feel love; 

* In An Actor Prepares, Stanislavski points out an apparent contradiction: "We 
are supposed to create under inspiration; only our subconscious gives us inspira
tion; yet we apparently can use this subconscious only through our consciousness, 
which kills it" (1965, p. 13). The solution to this problem is the indirect method. The 
subconscious is induced. As Stanislavski notes: "The aim of the actor's preparation 
is to cross the threshold of the subconscious .... Beforehand we have 'true-seeming 
feeling,' afterwards 'sincerity of emotion.' On this side of it, we have the simplicity of 
a limited fantasy; beyond, the simplicity of the larger imagination, [where] the cre
ative process differs each time it is repeated" (p. 267). 
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rather he would keep alive the cruel episode of the forgotten 
birthday and sustain the "if" He would not, then, fall natu
rally out of love. He would actively conduct himself out of 
love through deep acting. 

The professional actor simply carries this process further 
for an artistic purpose. His goal should be to accumulate a 
rich deposit of "emotion memories" -memories that recall 
feelings. Thus, Stanislavski explains, the actor must relearn 
how to remember: 

Two travelers were marooned on some rocks by high tide. After 
their rescue they narrated their impressions. One remembered 
every little thing he did; how, why, and where he went, where he 
climbed up and where he climbed down; where he jumped up 
or jumped down. The other man had no recollection of the 
place at all. He remembered only the emotions he felt. In suc
cession came delight, apprehension, fear, hope, doubt, and 
finally panic. 11 

To store a wealth of emotion memories, the actor must 
remember experiences emotively. But to remember experi
ences emotively, he or she must first experience them in that 
way too, perhaps with an eye to using the feelings later. * So 
the conceiving of emotion memory as a noun, as something 
one has, brings with it a conceiving of memory and of sponta
neous experience itself as also having the qualities of a us
able, nounlike thing. Feeling-whether at the time, or as it is 
recalled, or as it is later evoked in acting - is an object. It may 
be a valuable object in a worthy pursuit, but it is an object 
nonetheless . 

• The mind acts as a magnet to reusable feeling. Stanislavski advises actors: 
.. Imagine that you have received some insult in public, perhaps a slap in the face, that 
makes your cheek bum whenever you think of it. The inner shock was so great that it 
blotted out all the details of this harsh incident. But some insignificant thing will 
instantly revive the memory of the insult, and the emotion will recur with redoubled 
violence. Your cheek will grow red or you will tum pale and your heart will pound. If 
you possess such sharp and easily aroused emotional material, you will find it easy to 
transfer it to the stage and playa scene analogous to the experience you had in real 
life which left such a shocking impression on YOlL To do this you will not need any 
technique. It will play itself because nature will help you" (1965, p. 176). 
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Some feelings are more valuable objects than others, for 
they are more richly associated with other memorable 
events; a terrifying train ride may recall a childhood fall or a 
nightmare. Stanislavski recalled, for example, seeing an old 
beggar killed by a trolley car but said that the memory of this 
event was less valuable to him as an actor than another one: 

It was long ago-I came upon an Italian, leaning over a dead 
monkey on the sidewalk. He was weeping and trying to push a 
bit of orange rind into the animal's mouth. It would seem that 
this scene had affected my feelings more than the death of the 
beggar. It was buried more deeply into my memory. I think that 
if I had to stage the street accident I would search for emotional 
material for my part in my memory of the scene of the Italian 
with the dead monkey rather than in the tragedy itself.12 

But emotion memory is not enough. The memory, like 
any image drawn to mind, must seem real now. The actor must 
believe that an imagined happening really is happening now. 
To do this, the actor makes up an "as if;' a supposition. He 
actively suspends the usual reality testing, as a child does at 
play, and allows a make-believe situation to seem real. Often 
the actor can manage only a precarious belief in all of an 
illusion, and so he breaks it up into sturdier small details, 
which taken one by one are easier to believe: "if I were in a 
terrible storm" is chopped up into "if my eyebrows were wet 
and if my shoes were soaked." The big ifis broken into many 
little onesY 

The furnishings of the physical stage-a straight horse
hair chair, a pointer leaning against the wall-are used to 
support the actor's if. Their purpose is not to influence the 
audience, as in surface acting, but to help convince the person 
doing deep acting that the if events are really happening. 

EVERYDAY DEEP ACTING 

In our daily lives, offstage as it were, we also develop feeling 
for the parts we play; and along with the workaday props of 
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the kitchen table or office restroom mirror we also use deep 
acting, emotion memory, and the sense of "as if this were 
true" in the course of trying to feel what we sense we ought 
to feel or want to feel. Usually we give this little thought, and 
we don't name the momentary acts involved. Only when our 
feeling does not fit the situation, and when we sense this as a 
problem, do we turn our attention to the inward, imagined 
mirror, and ask whether we are or should be acting. 

Consider, for example, the reaction of this young man to 
the unexpected news that a close friend had suffered a men
tal breakdown: 

I was shocked, yet for some reason I didn't think my emotions 
accurately reflected the bad news. My roommate appeared 
much more shaken than I did. I thought that I should be more upset by 
the news than I was. Thinking about this conflict I realized that 
one reason for my emotional state might have been the spatial 
distance separating me from my friend, who was in the hospital 
hundreds of miles away. I then tried to focus on his state ... and 
began to picture my friend as I thought he then existed. 

Sensing himself to be less affected than he should be, he 
tried to visualize his friend - perhaps in gray pajamas, being 
led by impassive attendants to the electric-shock room. Af
ter bringing such a vivid picture to mind, he might have 
gone on to recall smaller private breakdowns in his own life 
and thereby evoked feelings of sorrow and empathy. With
out at all thinking of this as acting, in complete privacy, with
out audience or stage, the young man can pay, in the cur
rency of deep acting, his emotional respects to a friend. 

Sometimes we try to stir up a feeling we wish we had, and 
at other times we try to block or weaken a feeling we wish we 
did not have. Consider this young woman's report of her at
tempt to keep feelings oflove in check. 

Last summer I was going with a guy often, and I began to feel 
very strongly about him. I knew, though, that he had broken up 
with a girl a year ago because she had gotten too serious about 
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him, so I was afraid to show any emotion. I also was afraid of 
being hurt, so I attempted to change my feelings. I talked myself 
into not eaTing about him . .. hut I must admit it didn't work for 
long. To sustain this feeling I had to invent bad things about him 
and concentrate on them or continue to tell myself he didn't care. 
It was a hardening of emotions, I'd say. It took a lot of work and 
was unpleasant because I had to concentrate on anything I 
could find that was irritating about him. 

In this struggle she hit upon some techniques of deep act
ing. "To invent bad things about him and concentrate on 
them" is to make up a world she could honestly respond to. 
She could tell herself, "If he is self-absorbed, then he is un
lovable, and if he is unlovable, which at the moment I be
lieve, then I don't love him." Like Stanislavski during his 
make-believe "operation;' she wavers between belief and 
doubt, but she nevertheless reaches for the inner token of 
feeling that it is her part to offer. She wavers between belief 
and doubt in her beloved's "flaws." But her temporary effort 
to prevent herself from falling in love may serve the grander 
purpose of waiting for him to reciprocate. So in a way, her 
act of momentary restraint, as she might see it, was an offer
ing to the future of their love. 

We also set a personal stage with personal props, not so 
much for its effect on our audience as for the help it gives us 
in believing in what we imagine. Serving almost as stage 
props, often, are fellow members ofthe cast-friends or ac
quaintances who p!"od our feelings in a desired direction. 
Thus, a young woman who was trying not to love a man used 
her supporting cast of friends like a Greek chorus: "I could 
only say horrible things about him. My friends thought he 
was horrible because of this and reinforced my feelings of 
dislike for him." 

Sometimes the stage setting can be a dismayingly power
ful determinant of feeling. Consider this young woman's de
scription of her ambivalent feelings about a priest forty 
years her senior: "I started trying to make myself like him 



Managing Feeling 45 

and fit the whole situation. When I was with him I did like 
him, but then I'd go home and write in my journal how 
much I couldn't stand him. I kept changing my feelings." 
What she felt while facing the priest amid the props of a 
living room and two cups of afternoon tea collapsed when 
she left that setting. At home with her diary, she felt free of 
her obligation to please her suitor by trying to like him. 
There, she felt another obligation - to be honest to her di
ary. What changed between the tea party and the diary ses
sion was her sense of which feeling was real. Her sense of 
realness seemed to shift disconcertingly with the stage set
ting, as if her feeling of liking the priest gained or lost its 
status as "real" depending on its context. 

Sometimes the realness of a feeling wavers more through 
time. Once a love story is subject to doubt, the story is rewrit
ten; falling in love comes to seem like the work of convincing 
each other that this had been true love. A nineteen-year-old 
Catholic college student recalled: 

Since we both were somewhat in need of a close man-woman 
relationship and since we were thrown together so often (we 
lived next door to each other and it was summertime), I think 
that we convinced ourselves that we loved each other. I had to 
try to convince myself that I loved him in order to justify or 
somehow make "right" sleeping with him, which I never really 
wanted to do. We ended up living together supposedly because 
we "loved" each other. But I would say instead that we did it for 
other reasons which neither of us wanted to admit. What pre
tending that I loved him meant to me was having a secret ner
vous breakdown. 

This double pretending-pretending to him and pre
tending to herself that she loved him -created two barriers 
to reflection and spontaneous feeling. First, she tried to feel 
herself in love - intimate, deeply enhanced, and exquisitely 
vulnerable - in the face of contrary evidence. Second, she 
tried not to feel irritation, boredom, and a desire to leave. By 
this effort to orchestrate feeling-to keep some feelings 
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above consciousness and some below, and to counter inner 
resistances on a daily basis-she tried to suppress reality 
testing. She both nurtured an illusion about her lover and 
doubted the truth of it. It was the strain of this effort that led 
to her "secret nervous breakdown." 

In the theater, the illusion that the actor creates is recog
nized beforehand as an illusion by actor and audience alike. 
But in real life we more often participate in the illusion. We 
take it into ourselves, where it struggles against the sense we 
ordinarily make of things. In life, illusions are subtle, 
changeable, and hard to define with certainty, and they mat
ter far more to our sanity. 

The other side of the matter is to live with a dropped illu
sion and yet want to sustain it. Once an illusion is clearly 
defined as an illusion, it becomes a lie. The work of sustain
ing it then becomes redefined as lying to oneself so that one 
becomes self-stigmatized as a liar. This dilemma was de
scribed by a desperate wife and mother of two: 

I am desperately trying to change my feelings of being trapped 
[in marriage] into feelings of wanting to remain with my hus
band voluntarily. Sometimes I think I'm succeeding-some
times I know I haven't. It means I have to lie to myself and know I am 
lying. It means I don't like myself very much. It also makes me 
wonder whether or not I'm a bit of a masochist. I feel responsi
ble for the children's future and for my husband's, and there's 
the old self-sacrificer syndrome. I know what I'm doing. I just 
don't know how long I can hold out. 

On stage, the actress doing Method acting tries to delude 
herself; the more voluntary, the more richly detailed the lie, 
the better. No one thinks she actually is Ophelia or even pre
tending to be. She is borrowing Ophelia's reality or some
thing from her own personal life that resembles it. She is 
trying to delude herself and create an illusion for the audi
ence, who accept it as a gift. In everyday life there is also 
illusion, but how to define it is chronically unclear; the mat- ' 
ter needs constant attention, continual questioning and test-
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ing. In acting, the illusion starts out as an illusion. In every
day life, that definition is always a possibility and never quite 
a certainty. On stage, the illusion leaves as it came, with the 
curtain. Off stage, the curtains close, too, but not at our bid
ding, not when we expect, and often to our dismay. On stage, 
illusion is a virtue. But in real life, the lie to oneself is a sign of 
human weakness, of bad faith. It is far more unsettling to 
discover that we have fooled ourselves than to discover that 
we have been fooling others. 

This is because for the professional actor the illusion 
takes on meaning only in relation to a professional role 
whereas in real life the illusion takes on meaning with refer
ence to living persons. When in private life we recognize an 
illusion we have held, we form a different relation to what we 
have thought of as our self. We come to distrust our sense of 
what is true, as we know it through feeling. And if our feel
ings have lied to us, they cannot be part of our good, trust
worthy, "true" self To put it another way, we may recognize 
that we distort reality, that we deny or suppress truths, but 
we rely on an observing ego to comment on these uncon
scious processes in us and to try to find out what is going on 
despite them. 

At the same time, everyday life clearly requires us to do 
deep acting. We must dwell on what it is that we want to feel 
and on what we must do to induce the feeling. Consider, for 
example, this young man's efforts to counter an apathy he 
dreaded: 

I was a star halfback in high school. [But in my senior year] 
before games I didn't feel the surge of adrenalin - in a word, I 
wasrit "psyched-up." This was due to emotional difficulties I 
was experiencing at the time, and still experience. Also, I had 
been an A student but my grades were dropping. Because in the 
past I had been a fanatical, emotional, intense player-a "hit
ter;' recognized by coaches as a hard worker and a player with 
"desire" -this was very upsetting. I did everything I could to get 
myself"up." I tried to be outwardly rah-rah, I tried to get myself 
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scared of my opponents-anything to get the adrenalin flow
ing. I tried to look nervous and intense before games, so at least 
the coaches wouldn't catch on ... when actually I was mostly 
bored, or in any event, not "up." Before one game I remember 
wishing I was in the stands watching my cousin play for his 
school. 

This young man felt a slipping sense of realness; he was 
clear that he felt "basically" bored, not "really" up. What also 
seemed real to him was the sense that he should feel driven 
to win and that he wanted to feel that way. What also felt real 
to him in hindsight was his effort to seem to the coaches like 
a "hitter" (surface acting) and his effort to make himself 
fearful of his opponents (deep acting). 

As we look back at the past, we may alternate between two 
understandings of "what really happened." According to 
one, our feeling was genuine and spontaneous. According to 
the other, it seemed genuine and spontaneous, but in fact it 
was covertly managed. In doubt about which understanding 
will ultimately make sense, we are led to ask about our 
present feelings: "Am I acting now? How do I know?" One 
basic appeal of the theater is that the stage decides that ques
tion for us: we know for sure who is acting. 

In sum, what distinguishes theater from life is not illusion, 
which both have, need, and use. What distinguishes them is 
the honor accorded to illusion, the ease in knowing when an 
illusion is an illusion, and the consequences of its use in mak
ing feeling. In the theater, the illusion dies when the curtain 
falls, as the audience knew it would. In private life, its conse
quences are unpredictable and possibly fateful: a love is 
killed, a suitor rejected, another hospital bed filled. 

INSTITUTIONAL EMOTION MANAGEMENT 

The professional actress has a modest say over how the stage 
is assembled, the props selected, and the other characters 
positioned, as well as a say over her own presence in the play. 
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This is also true in private life. In both cases the person is 
the locus of the acting process. 

But something more operates when institutions are in
volved, for within institutions various elements of acting are 
taken away from the individual and replaced by institutional 
mechanisms. The locus of acting, of emotion management, 
moves up to the level of the institution. Many people and 
objects, arranged according to institutional rule and custom, 
together accomplish the act. Companies, prisons, schools, 
churches-institutions of virtually any sort-assume some 
of the functions of a director and alter the relation of actor 
to director. Officials in institutions believe they have done 
things right when they have established illusions that foster 
the desired feelings in workers, when they have placed pa
rameters around a worker's emotion memories, a worker's 
use of the as if. It is not that workers are allowed to see and 
think as they like and required only to show feeling (surface 
acting) in institutionally approved ways. The matter would 
be simpler and less alarming if it stopped there. But it 
doesn't. Some institutions have become very sophisticated in 
the techniques of deep acting; they suggest how to imagine 
and thus how to feel. 

As a farmer puts blinders on his workhorse to guide its 
vision forward, institutions manage how we feel.* One of the 
ways in which they do this is to prearrange what is available 
to the worker's view. A teaching hospital, for example, de
signs the stage for medical students facing their first au
topsy. Seeing the eye of a dead person might call to mind a 
loved one or oneself; to see this organ coldly violated by a 
knife might lead a student to faint, or flee in horror, or quit 

* We commonly assume that institutions are called in when individ ual controls 
fail: those who cannot control their emotions are sent to mental hospitals, homes 
for disturbed children, or prisons. But in looking at the matter this way, we may 
ignore the fact that individual failures of control often signal a prior institutional 
failure to shape feeling. We might ask instead what sort of church, school, or family 
influence was unavailable to the parents of institutionalized patients, who presum
ably tried to make their children into adequate emotion managers. 
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medicine then and there. But this seldom happens. In their 
study of medical training, Lief and Fox report: 

The immaculate, brightly lit appearance of the operating 
room, and the serious professional behavior required, justify 
and facilitate a clinical and impersonal attitude toward death. 
Certain parts of the body are kept covered, particularly the 
face and genitalia, and the hands, which are so strongly con
nected with human, personal qualities, are never dissected. 
Once the vital organs have been taken out, the body is removed 
from the room, bringing the autopsy down to tissues, which are 
more easily depersonalized. The deft touch, skill, and profes
sional attitude of the prosector makes the procedure neater 
and more bloodless than might otherwise be the case, and this 
increases intellectual interest and makes it possible to approach 
the whole thing scientifically rather than emotionally. Students 
appear to avoid talking about the autopsy, and when they do 
talk about it, the discussion is impersonal and stylized. Finally, 
whereas in laboratory dissection humor appears to be a wide
spread and effective emotional control device, it is absent in the 
autopsy room, perhaps because the death has been too recent 
and [humor] would appear too insensitive. 14 

Covering the corpse's face and genitalia, avoiding the hands, 
later removing the body, moving fast, using white uniforms, 
and talking in uniformed talk - these are customs designed 
to manage the human feeling that threatens order.* 

Institutions arrange their front stages. They guide the 
way we see and what we are likely to feel spontaneously. Con
sider the inevitable institutional halls, especially those near 
the areas where people wait. Often in medical, academic, 
and corporate settings we find on the walls a row of photo
graphs or oil paintings of persons in whom we should have 

• Scientific writing, like scientific talk, has a function similar to that of covering 
the face and genitalia. It is an extension of institutional control over feeling. The 
overuse of passive verb forms, the avoidance of "I," the preference for Latinate 
nouns, and for the abstract over the concrete, are customs that distance the reader 
from the topic and limit emotionality. In order to seem scientific, writers obey conven
tions that inhibit emotional involvement. There is a purpose in such "poor" writing. 
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full confidence. Consider Allen Wheelis's description of a 
waiting-room picture of a psychiatrist: 

With the crossed legs you claim repose, tranquility .... Every
thing is under control. With the straight shoulders you say dig
nity, status. No matter what comes up, this guy has nothing to 
fear, is calmly certain of his worth and of his ability. With the 
head turned sharply to the left you indicate that someone is 
claiming his attention. No doubt hundreds of people would like 
this guy's attention. He was engrossed in his book, but now he's 
being interrupted. And what was he reading? Playboy? Pent
house? The funny papers? Oh, no; he's into something heavy. 
We can't see the title, but we know it's plenty important. ... Usu
ally it's Osler's Principles and Practice of Medicine. And the finger 
marking his place? Why, he's been at it so intently, so diligently, 
he's already halfway through. And the other hand, lying so 
lightly, so gracefully, on the book. That shows intelligence, ex
perience, mastery. He's not scratching his head trying to figure 
out what the hell the author is getting at. ... Anytime you knock 
on this guy's door, you'll find him just like that, dressed to the 
nines, tie up tight in his buttoned-down collar, freshly pressed 
jacket, deeply immersed in one of these heavy tomes.15 

The professional's own office, of course, should be done 
up in a pleasant but impersonal decor, not too messy and 
colorful but not too cold and bare; it should reflect just the 
amount of professional warmth the doctor or lawyer or 
banker himself ought to show. Home is carefully distin
guished from office, personal flair from professional exper
tise. This stage setting is intended to inspire our confidence 
that the service is, after all, worth paying a lot for. 

Airlines seem to model "stage sets" on the living rooms 
seen on daytime television serials; the Muzak tunes, the TV 
and movie screens, and the smiling flight attendants serving 
drinks are all calculated to "make you feel at home:' Even 
fellow passengers are considered part of the stage. At Delta 
Airlines, for example, flight attendants in training are ad vised 
that they can prevent the boarding of certain types of passen-
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gers-a passenger with "severe facial scars," for example. The 
instructor elaborated: "You know, the other passengers 
might be reminded of an airplane crash they had read about." 
The bearer of a "severe facial scar;' then, is not deemed a 
good prop. His or her effect on the emotion memory of other 
money-paying passengers might be all wrong.* 

Sometimes props are less important than influential direc
tors. Institutions authorize stage directors to coach the hired 
cast in deep acting. Buttressed with the authority of a high 
office or a specialized degree, the director may make sugges
tions that are often interpreted at lower levels as orders. 

The director's role may be simple and direct, as in the case 
of a group of college students training to be clinicians in a 
camp for emotionally disturbed children, studied by Albert 
Cohen. These students, who composed the junior staff, did 
not know at first how they were supposed to feel or think 
about the wild be havior of the disturbed children. But in the 
director's chair sat the senior counselors, advising them on 
how to see the children: "They were expected to see the chil
dren as victims of uncontrollable impulses somehow related 
to their harsh and depriving backgrounds, and in need of 
enormous doses of kindliness and indulgence in order to 
break down their images of the adult world as hateful and 
hostile:'l6 

They were also taught how to fiel properly toward them: 
"The clinician must never respond in anger or with intent to 
punish, although he might sometimes have to restrain or 
even isolate children in order to prevent them from hurting 
themselves or one another. Above all, the staff were ex
pected to be warm and loving and always to be governed by a 
'clinical attitude:"l7 To be warm and loving toward a child 
who kicks, screams, and insults you-a child whose problem 
is unlovability-requires emotion work. The art of it is 

* I heard the rationale for this company regulation discussed in class on Febru
ary 19, 19So. (It was also stated in the training manual.) Whether it has ever been 
enforced, and with what result, I don't know. 
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passed down from senior to junior counselor, as in other set
tings it passes from judge to law clerk, professor to graduate 
student, boss to rising subordinate. 

The professional worker will implicitly frown on certain 
uses of emotion memory. The senior counselor of disturbed 
children will not allow herself to think, "Tommy reminds me 
of the terrible brat I had to babysit when I was thirteen, and 
if he's like that I'll end up hating him:' Instead, she will re
conceive Tommy in another way: "Tommy is really like the 
other kid I used to babysit when I was fourteen. He was dif
ficult but I got to like him, so I expect I'll get to like Tommy 
despite the way he pushes me away suspiciously:' 

A proper way to experience the child, not simply a proper 
way to seem to feel, was understood by everyone as part of 
the job. And Cohen reports that the young caretakers did 
admirably: "To an extraordinary degree they fulfilled these 
expectations, including, I am convinced, the expectation that 
they Jeel sympathy and tenderness and love toward their 
charges, despite their animal-like behavior. The speed with 
which these college students learned to behave in this way 
cannot be easily explained in terms of gradual learning 
through a slow process of'internalization."'18 

In more circuitous ways, too, the formal rules that prop 
up an institution set limits to the emotional possibilities of all 
concerned. Consider, for example, the rules that guard ac
cess to information. Any institution with a bit of hierarchy in 
it must suppress democracy to some extent and thus must 
find ways to suppress envy and resentment at the bottom. 
Often this is done by enforcing a hierarchy of secrets. The 
customary rule of secrecy about pay is a case in point: those 
at the bottom are almost never allowed to know how much 
money those at the top get each month, nor, to the fullest 
extent, what privileges they enjoy. Also kept secret are delib
erations that determine when and to what level an individ
ual is likely to rise or fall within the organization. As one 
University of California administrative memorandum ex-
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plained: "Letters concerning the disposition of tenure re
view cases will be kept confidential, in order that those in
volved not hold grudges or otherwise harbor resentment 
toward those unfavorably disposed in their case." In this sit
uation, where the top depends upon being protected from 
the middle and the bottom - from "those involved" as the 
memo put it-leaks can cause panic.19 

Finally, drugs of various sorts can be used to stimulate or 
depress mood, and companies are not above engineering 
their use. Just as the plow displaced manual labor, in some 
reported instances drug use seems to be displacing emotional 
labor. The labor that it takes to withstand stress and boredom 
on the job can be performed, some workers have found, by 
Darvon and Valium. Workers at the American Telephone 
and Telegraph Company, for example, found that nurses in 
its medical department gave out Valium, Darvon, codeine, 
and other drugs free and without prescription. There are a 
number of ways, some of them company-sponsored, to "have 
a nice day" on the job, as part of the job.20 

AN INSTRUMENTAL STANCE TOWARD FEELING 

The stage actor makes the finding and expressing of feeling 
his main professional task. In Stanislavski's analogy, he seeks 
it with the dedication of a prospector for precious metal. He 
comes to see feeling as the object of painstaking internal 
mining, and when he finds it, he processes it like gold. In the 
context of the theater, this use of feeling is considered excit
ing and honorable. But what happens when deep and sur
face acting become part of a day's work, part of what we sell 
to an employer in return for a day's wage? What happens 
when our feelings are processed like raw ore? 

In the Recurrent Training class for experienced flight at
tendants at Delta Airlines, I observed borrowings from all 
types of acting. These can be seen in the ways students an-
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swered when the instructor asked how they tried to stop 
feeling angry and resentful at passengers: 

If I pretend I'm feeling really up, sometimes I actually get 
into it. The passenger responds to me as though I were friendly, 
and then more of me responds back [surface acting]. 

Sometimes I purposely take some deep breaths. I try to relax 
my neck muscles [deep acting with the body]. 

I may just talk to myself: "Watch it. Don't let him get to you. 
Don't let him get to YOlL Don't let him get to YOlL" And I'll talk to 
my partner and she'll say the same thing to me. After a while, the 
anger goes away [deep acting, self-prompting]. 

I try to remember that if he's drinking too much, he's proba
bly scared of flying. I think to myself, "he's like a little child:' 
Really, that's what he is. And when I see him that way, I don't get 
mad that he's yelling at me. He's like a child yelling at me then. 
[deep acting, Method acting]. 

Surface and deep acting in a commercial setting, unlike 
acting in a dramatic, private, or therapeutic context, make 
one's face and one's feelings take on the properties of a re
source. But it is not a resource to be used for the purposes of 
art, as in drama, or for the purposes of self-discovery, as in 
therapy, or for the pursuit of fulfillment, as in everyday life. It 
is a resource to be used to make money. Outside of Stan
islavski's parlor, out there in the American marketplace, the 
actor may wake up to find himself actually operated upon. 



4 
FEELING RULES 

A restless vitality weiLl up as we approach thirty. 

- Gail Sheehy 

Measuring experience against a normative model set up by 
doctors, people will be as troubled by departures from the 
norm as they are troubled by [Gail Sheehy's 1 "predictable 
crises" themselves, against which medical norms are intended 
to provide reassurance. 

- Christopher Lasch 

Since feeling is a form of pre-action, a script or a moral 
stance toward it is one of culture's most powerful tools for 
directing action.l How do we sense these scripts or, as I shall 
call them, feeling rules? In this chapter we discuss the vari
ous ways in which all of us identify a feeling rule and the 
ways in which we discover that we are out of phase with it
ways which include noting the duration, strength, time, and 
placement of a feeling. We explore the areas of love, hate, 
grief, and jealousy, to which these private rules apply. 

The purpose of this effort is to expose the outlines of a 
private emotion system. This system, as we saw in Chapter 
Three, involves emotion work (deep acting). Feeling rules 
are what guide emotion work by establishing the sense of 
entitlement or obligation that governs emotional exchanges. 
This emotion system works privately, often free of observa
tion. It is a vital aspect of deep private bonds and also affords 
a way of talking about them. It is a way of describing how - as 

56 
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parents and children, wives and husbands, friends and lov
ers-we intervene in feelings in order to shape them. 

What are feeling rules? How do we know they exist? How 
do they bear on deep acting? We may address these questions 
by focusing on the pinch between "what I do feel" and "what I 
should feel;' for at this spot we get our best view of emotional 
convention. The following snapshots of people caught in mo
ments of emotional deviance, moments in which they stand 
naked of convention, are not exactly candid shots since peo
ple pose even in their confessions. But they are clear pictures 
of how people see their own actions in relation to emotional 
convention. And just as we may infer from conscious emotion 
work the possibility of unconscious forms of it, so we may in
fer the possibility of unconscious feeling rules, harder to get 
at but just as probably there.2 

How do we recognize a feeling rule? We do so by inspect
ing how we assess our feelings, how other people assess our 
emotional display, and by sanctions issuing from ourselves 
and from them.3 Different social groups probably have spe
cial ways in which they recognize feeling rules and give rule 
reminders, and the rules themselves probably vary from 
group to group.4 On the whole, I would guess that women, 
Protestants, and middle-class people cultivate the habit of 
suppressing their own feelings more than men, Catholics, 
and lower-class people do. Our culture invites women, more 
than men, to focus on feeling rather than action; it invites 
Protestants into an inner dialogue with God, without 
benefit of church, sacrament, or confession as an intermedi
ary structure; and it invites those in middle-class occupa
tions to manage feeling in service jobs. To the extent that it 
does these things, the very ways in which we acknowledge 
feeling rules reflect where we stand on the social landscape. 
Indeed, the amount of interest people have in feeling rules 
and emotion work may tend to follow these social lines. 

How do we recognize a rule reminder? We can experience 
it as a private mumbling to ourselves, the voice of a watchful 
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chorus standing to the side of the main stage on which we act 
and feel.* We also receive rule reminders from others who 
ask us to account for what we feeI.S A friend might ask, "Why 
do you feel depressed? You've just won the prize you've al
ways wanted:' Such friends are generally silent when we feel 
as they expect us to, when events visibly explain our feeling. 
A call for account implies that emotional conventions are not 
in order and must be brought up to consciousness for re
pair-or, at least in the case of weak conventions, for a 
checkup. A wink or ironic tone of voice may change the 
spirit of a rule reminder. Such gestures add a meta-state
ment: "That's the feeling rule, all right, but we're disregard
ing it, aren't we?" We are reminded of the rule by being 
asked to disregard it. 

We also know feeling rules by the way others react to what 
they think we are feeling. These external reactions or 
"claims" - both as they are intended and as they are inter
preted - vary in directness or strength. Some claims are 
both direct and strong: "You should be ashamed of your
self." "You have no right to feel so jealous when we agreed to 
an open marriage." "You ought to be grateful considering all 
I've done for you." Other claims may be presented in the 
guise of questions, as in "Aren't you just thrilled about 
Evelyn's news?" Such a question may actually be meant and 
understood as a claim, a statement of what another expects. 
Such questions as "Hey, isn't this fantastic music?" or "Isn't 
this an incredible party?" remind us of what the world ex
pects of the heart. Rule reminders also appear disguised as 
statements about what we supposedly do feel, as in "You're 
just as pleased as punch, I know you are." 

Sanctions common on the social scene - cajoling, chiding, 
teasing, scolding, shunning-often come into playas forms 

* We may also believe "'/wt there shouldn't be a feeling rule in a given instance. 
One father, for example, reported: "When Jeffrey was little, and squalled intermi
nably one morning-I felt like throwing him on the floor. I was horrified at my 
rage. But I told myself, it's all right to feel the rage. It's just bad to act on it:' 
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of ridicule or encouragement that lightly correct feeling and 
adjust it to convention. Mainly it is the gentle, benign ges
ture that puts a feeling into line. For instance, one woman 
recalled: "When I got the news that my father had died, I 
found that I couldn't cry over my loss. Everyone of course 
expected me to cry, and words such as 'It's okay to let go' made 
me cry just by their suggesiveness."6 

Through the idea of "inappropriate affect;' psychiatrists 
have had a lot to say about feeling rules. For them, "inappro
priate affect" means the absence of expected affect, and from 
it they infer that a patient is reacting to an event in an unex
pected way. When a patient has "an idiosyncratic concep
tualization of the event," the psychiatrist will inspect the pa
tient's other experiences, especially childhood ones, in order 
to find something that might account for the feeling. 7 

What is taken for granted all along is that there are rules 
or norms according to which feelings may be judged appro
priate to accompanying events.S Like the rest of us, psychia
trists use cultural measures of appropriateness. We, like 
them, seek reasons for feelings that stand out as strange. 

But the psychiatrist and the sociologist take different 
viewpoints on feelings that do not fit the conventions de
signed for them. We can get at this difference by comparing 
how a psychiatrist and a sociologist might analyze the fol
lowing report by a recent bride: 

My marriage ceremony was chaos, unreal, completely differ
ent than I imagined it would be. Unfortunately, we rehearsed at 
eight o'clock the morning of the wedding. I had imagined that 
everyone would know what to do, but they didn't. That made 
me nervous. My sister didn't help me get dressed or flatter me, 
and no one in the dressing room helped until I asked. I was 
depressed. I wanted to be so happy on our wedding day. I never 
ever dreamed how anyone could cry at their wedding. That's 
the happiest day of one's life. I couldn't believe that some of my 
best friends couldn't make it to my wedding. So I started out to 
the church with all these little things I always thought would not 
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happen at my wedding going through my mind. I broke 
down-I cried going to the wedding. I thought, "Be happy for 
the friends, the relatives, the presents." But I finally said in my 
mind, "Hey, people aren't getting married, you are." From down 
the long aisle we looked at each other's eyes. His love for me 
changed my whole being from that point. When we joined arms 
I was relieved. The tension was gone. From then on, it was beau
tiful. It was indescribable. 

A psychiatrist might respond to this roughly as follows: 
"On the face of it, the young woman seems anxious. In her 
anxiety, the rules seem overcathected (unduly important to 
her). The cause of her anxiety may lie in her ambivalence 
about marriage, which might be related to childhood impres
sions of her own parents' marriage or perhaps to the sexual 
aspects of it. I would need to know more to say for sure:' 

A sociologist would look at the wedding from quite an
other point of view. To begin with, he or she would consider 
the ceremony as a ritual event of significance to the assem
bled witnesses as well as to the bride and groom; attention 
would be paid to where various relatives and friends sat and 
how involved each person seemed to be. But the sociologist 
could also be concerned with what happened in the realm 
lying between feelings and the external events of the rit
ual- the realm of feeling rules and emotion management. 
In preparing for and participating in the wedding ritual, the 
bride assumes the right and obligation to experience a cer
tain skew of vision and a certain elation. Rights and obliga
tions also apply to her outward display of joy and radiance.* 
Drawing on her understanding of the general rules for how 
brides should see and feel and seem, the bride makes herself 

* This raises the issue of display and display rules. It raises the issue of the 
"falseness," as distinct from the "wrongness," of a feeling. Wrongness refers to a 
discrepancy between "what I do feel and think" and "what I should feel and think." 
Falseness refers to a discrepancy between "what I do feel and think" and "what I 
appear to feel and think:' For example, the bride may say "I'm so happy" with such a 
forced smile that she seems false to others. One of the display rules at weddings is 
that the bride should seem natural and unforced. 
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up. She acts like a bride. When everything goes well, she ex
periences a unity between the event (the wedding), the ap
propriate way to think about it (to take it seriously), and the 
proper way to feel about it (happy, elated, enhanced). When 
that happens, the ritual works. 

But for the bride considered here, the ritual almost fails. 
As she sees it, she should feel beautiful but in fact she 
doesn't. She should feel happy but in fact she feels de
pressed and upset. The "ought" of the feeling struggles with 
the "is." Her notion of a bride's-way-of-seeing a wedding and 
a bride's-way-of-feeling about it is for a time unhinged from 
the factual role of bride and detached from the occasion of 
the wedding. What she imagined or hoped might be her ex
perience of the wedding ("the happiest day of one's life") 
made her privately miserable. 

Almost any emotional convention makes room for lapses 
and departures. Thus while the bride may aspire to feel cen
tral, beautiful, and happy at the supreme moment of march
ing down the aisle, she can usually also tolerate temporary 
anxiety or ambivalence and feel fine about that. In fact, 
some anxiety is prescribed, for it shows how seriously she 
takes marriage. 

Sensing a gap between the ideal feeling and the actual feel
ing she tolerated, the bride prompts herself to "be happy."* 
Precariously and for the moment, but without falseness, this 
seems to work; her emotion work leads into emotion. She 
probably thought little about how appropriate her feelings 
were at the time or about how her private feeling rules 
matched some publicly shared code. She simply disliked what 
she felt. She wanted to feel differently, as a private and indi
vidual matter. If she admitted to having feeling rules, she 
would probably say that she made them up herself; after all, it 

• What can be expected (at this stage, on this occasion) and what is wished for in 
experience deserve a certain analytic separation. But in the American middle class, 
there may be an "optimism norm" so that what we realistically expect and what we 
think is ideal are closer together than they are in other classes and other cultures. 
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was her wedding. Yet in one sense, it was not her wedding. The 
throwing of rice is a medieval fertility rite, the wearing of 
white a Victorian addition, and the very idea of a father but 
not a mother giving away a daughter but not a son derives 
from Saxon times, when a father would sell his daughter for 
her labor. (Only after the Crusades, when women exceeded 
men in number, did the father come to "give her away.") It was 
her wedding in the sense that it was her borrowings from cul
ture, as well as her borrowings from public notions about 
what she should inwardly experience on such a day.9 

To get the emotion-management perspective clear, we 
have ignored two other principles that organize social life. 
The first of these, considered primarily by psychiatrists, is 
pain avoidance. The bride may try to struggle out of her de
pression not because it is proper to be happy but because 
she wants to avoid the unspeakable ache of being depressed. 
The second principle, which Erving Coffman and other so
ciologists take as primary, is advantage seeking in the social 
arena. The bride may try to be happy in order to win the 
affection of her in-laws, to attract the envy of her unwed girl 
friends, or to provoke jealousy in a former suitor. As princi
ples, avoiding pain and seeking advantage explain patterns 
of emotion management, but it is important to note that 
both operate within a context of feeling rules. 

The virtue of the focus on feeling rules lies in the ques
tions it opens up. How, for example, does a change in feeling 
rules change the way brides experience weddings? In a soci
ety in which there is a rising divorce rate and a growing 
sense of contingency about the idea of marital commitment, 
the bride may get inadvertent reminders from her friends 
to take a rather nonchalant attitude toward the ceremony 
and to behave more as she would at an informal party. If she 
has any feelings about the religious solemnity of the occa
sion, she may be asked to keep them to herself; and, indeed, 
if she is to indicate that she shares the feeling rules of her 
modern friends, she will have to try to express a certain de-
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gree of shame about experiencing her marriage in a more 
old-fashioned way. Even while pain avoidance and advan
tage seeking stick as fixed principles of emotional life, feel
ing rules can change. 

MISFITTING FEELINGS 

A feeling itself, and not simply the way it is displayed on face 
and body, can be experienced as misfitting a situation in a 
surprising number of ways. We can suggest a few of them by 
considering how one might feel at a funeral. 

A funeral, like a wedding, symbolizes a passage in rela
tionships and offers the individual a role that is limited in 
time. The role of mourner, like that of bride, exists before 
and lives on after the rite. But rules about how to feel during 
the rite are linked to an understanding of the rite itself and 
of the bond it commemorates. 

A funeral is ideally suited to inducing spontaneous sadness 
and grief This is because the ritual usually reminds the be
reaved of the finality of death while at the same time offering 
a sense of safety and comfort in this realization. lO In response, 
the bereaved generally senses that this is the right time and 
right place to feel grief and not much else. Yet in a wondrous 
variety of ways it is possible for a griever to misgrieve. 

One way is not to feel sad, as at the funeral recalled by this 
woman, now thirty-one: 

When I was around nine or ten, my fourteen-month-old sister 
died. I had one other sibling-a sister who was three years 
older. I remember feeling important telling people my baby sis
ter had died; I enjoyed the attention. At the funeral our imme
diate family was sitting in a special side room separated from 
the other guests by a transparent curtain. At the point when the 
rabbi drew the curtain open, the whole family simultaneously 
blew their noses. I thought that was quite funny and started 
laughing, which I masked into crying. When my piano teacher 
[who came to our house to give me lessons] asked why the mir-
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ror was covered (a Jewish custom), I nonchalantly told her that 
my little sister had died, at which point she became hysterical 
and ran to express her grief to my mother. Of course I was 
aware that I was supposed to be sad and grieving ... but my 
parents were so aggrieved and preoccupied that I was just 
brought along [to the funeral] and not dealt with individually. 
My status of youngest child was back, along with more attention 
from my parents, and my little sister hadn't developed a great 
personality yet, so there wasn't much to miss. Though I under
stand the dynamics of the situation in retrospect, I still feel a 
little guilty, like there's something wrong with me and I'm ex
posing myself for not having felt bad. Actually at this point I 
honestly feel it would be lovely to have a younger sister. 

This child felt happy at being more important both be
cause she was close to an event that affected many people 
and because she had one less rival for her parents' attention. 
In this case, her shame about feeling happy at her baby sis
ter's death attached itself to these childhood feelings only 
when she later reinterpreted the event through adult eyes. 
In other cases, of course, time does not elapse between hav
ing the feeling and appreciating the unwritten convention 
that it does not fit. 

We can offend against a feeling rule when we grieve too 
much or too little, when we overmanage or undermanage 
grief As a nineteen-year-old woman recalled: "A few months 
ago when my grandfather died, I was very upset and sad. My 
sadness was mostly for mother and my grandmother, but it 
was also for myself I kept feeling I shouldn't be this upset 
because I wasn't that close to my grandpa and I didn't love 
him that much." In assessing her feelings, this young woman 
seemed to choose between two rules, one that would apply if 
she had loved her grandfather very much and another that 
would fit if she hadn't loved him "that much." 

Even if we very much love someone who has died or is 
about to die, how much of what kind of stoicism is appropri
ate for a given situation? This can be a problem, as two soci-



Feeling Rules 65 

ologists found in the case of parents anticipating the death 
of their children, who were hospitalized with leukemia and 
tumors: 

The parents were frequently described by the medical staff as 
being strong, though occasionally this behavior was interpreted 
as reflecting "coldness" or lack of sincere concern. The parents 
were also often aware of this paucity of emotional feeling, fre
quently explaining it on the grounds that they "could not break 
down" in the presence of the children or their physicians. How
ever, the parents would occasionally verbalize their confusion 
and even guilt over not feeling worse. II 

Ordinarily we expect the bereaved to be shocked and sur
prised at death; we are not su pposed to expect death, at least 
not too confidently. Yet many deaths - from cancer, stroke, 
or other terminal illness-occur gradually and come finally 
as no surprise. Not to feel shock and surprise may show that 
even before a person dies physically, he or she can die so
cially. In these cases, kin and friends often offer each other 
permission to feel relief, accepting the fact that they may 
have mourned a genuine loss "too early." 

Another way to feel unfittingly about death is to resent 
the labor and sacrifice the dead person has caused relatives. 
It is not fitting to hold a grudge beyond the grave. One forty
eight-year-old woman recalled: 

The death of my father brought a mixture of grief and relief 
Taking care of him and my mother required that I move them 
out of their own home, rent an apartment, and start housekeep
ing for them while my own family, my husband and three teen
agers, were home. This was my first long separation from my 
husband and children. My nerves were raw; my dad seemed 
never to sleep except in the daytime, while my only time for 
sleeping was at night. I didn't give much thought about what I should 
fiel, but I filt bad, and guilty to be relieved and sorry at the same 
time. I handled my feelings by simply asking my dead father for 
forgiveness and by accepting the fact that I was weak. 
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In the overwhelming majority of cases, it is women who 
give care to aged parents, and it is probably more their bur
den to feel resentment about the sacrifices they have made 
and therefore to feel ambivalent about the deaths of their 
parents. 

Another way in which feelings can seem to misfit a situa
tion is in their timing. Indeed, many moments of"misfeeling" 
express the difference between a personal and a cultural 
clock. Sometimes a problem in timing can lead others to draw 
undesirable inferences. As a middle-aged woman recalled: 

When my husband died I thought I should feel a great sense of 
loss and grief Instead I found a sense of freedom at being able 
to do as I pleased and to make decisions about my life without 
having to consult him or face anger or hurt feelings if I went 
against him. I felt really guilty about this and dealt with it by 
putting aside all emotions connected with my husband, acting 
as if he existed only in some dim memory. In fact, I could re
member very little of the eleven years we spent together. I 
couldn't tell anyone how I felt, but I proceeded to make a new 
life for myself, with new friends, activities, and experiences. My 
old friends, of course, could not understand this and interpreted it as 
evidence that I had not loved him. 

More than a year later, after moving to a new location and be
coming involved in a serious relationship to which I was willing to 
commit myself, I was at last able to come to terms with my feel
ings and memories about my husband. Then I felt the grief I was 
unable to feel before and was able to share my children's grief 

It sometimes takes the right context, one that reduces the 
press of inhibitions, for grief to emerge. If that context does 
not present itself quickly, family and friends may decide that 
grief has emerged too late. Sometimes the bereaved are 
taken by "anniversary reactions;' periods of grief and de
pression occasioned by the anniversary of a loved one's 
death. To those who know nothing about anniversary reac
tions, a sudden spell of depression can seem inexplicable 
and frightening. Those acquainted with the syndrome, 
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however, can provisionally expect its results and can define 
the grief as being, in a way, "on time" after all. What is early 
and what is late is as profoundly a social affair as what is too 
much and what is too little. 

There is a public aspect to the proprieties of timing, and 
sometimes social scientists can themselves establish the pro
prieties. For example, Dr. Robert Weiss, with colleagues at 
the Laboratory of Community Psychiatry, developed a "sem
inar for the bereaved." He has written: 

We were hesitant about scheduling a party for the bereaved be
cause we thought that many of them defined themselves as still 
within that period of mourning when gaiety is prohibited. But 
we ... discovered to our surprise that participants brought to 
[the party] an excitement; there was a good deal of eager plan
ning for it; some of the women came to it in formal dresses. On 
looking back, one might guess that they had interpreted the 
party as establishing their right to reenter the social world, but 
we could never have guessed that this is what the party would 
mean.'2 

In addition to problems of timing, there are problems of 
placing. Being in the right place to grieve involves being in 
the presence of an audience ready to receive your expres
sions. It can make a big difference whether one is surrounded 
by grieving aunts and uncles or by curious sixth graders: 

1 was in the sixth grade at the time my grandfather died. 1 re
member being called to the office of the school where my 
mother was on the phone from New York (I was in California). 
She told me what had happened and all 1 said was, "Oh:' 1 went 
back to class and a friend asked me what happened and 1 said, 
"Nothing." 1 remember wanting very much just to cry and tell 
everyone what had happened. But a boy doesn't cry in the sixth 
grade for fear of being called a sissy. So 1 just went along as if 
nothing had happened while deep down inside 1 was very sad 
and full of tears. 
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Males especially may have to wait for ceremonial permission 
to feel and express. Even within the ceremonial setting, even 
when men do cry, they may feel more constrained not to sob 
openly.13 In that sense men may need ceremonies more than 
women, who in any case, may cry without losing respect ac
cording to the standards imposed on men. 

In each instance above, from the mourner's viewpoint, 
the same event, a funeral, is misexperienced. In each case, 
the event seems to prescribe a "proper" range of inner feel
ings and corresponding outer display. Ideals in grieving vary 
depending on the type of funeral ceremony and the cultural 
understanding of grief on which it draws. Thus in many 
ways normal ambivalences can be privately reshaped to fit 
social rules we are scarcely aware 0£14 The ways in which 
people think they have grieved poorly suggest what a re
markable achievement it is to grieve well-without violating 
the astonishingly exact standards we draw from culture to 
impose on feeling. 

MISINTERPRETED RELATIONS AND 
INAPPROPRIATE FEELING 

A bride and a mourner live out roles that are specific to an 
occasion. Yet the achievements of the heart are all the more 
remarkable within roles that last longer and go deeper. Par
ents and children, husbands and wives, lovers and best 
friends expect to have more freedom from feeling rules and 
less need for emotion work; in reality, however, the subterra
nean work of placing an acceptable inner face on ambiva
lence is actually all the more crucial for them. In fact, the 
deeper the bond, the more emotion work, and the more un
conscious we are of it. In the most personal bonds, then, emo
tion work is likely to be the strongest. At the other extreme, it 
is a wonder that we find emotion work at all-and not simple 
pretending - in the bill collector and the flight attendant. But 
we do, and because their contacts do not cut so deep, their 
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emotion work rises more readily to the surface of conscious
ness where it can be seen and talked about. We may look at it 
where it is easiest to see in order to infer where, in the cement 
of the most personal bonds, it is strongest. 

The family is often considered a "relief zone" away from 
the pressures of work, a place where one is free to be oneself 
It may indeed be a refuge from the emotion work required 
on the job, but it quietly imposes emotional obligations of its 
own. Of these, perhaps the feeling obligations of parent for 
child are the clearest. Here, if now here else, we say love is "nat
ural." Culture may govern its expression, psychology may ex
plain its unfolding, but we take parental feeling itself to be 
"natural." It needs no normative shield, no feeling rules, we 
think, because nature does the work of a convention for us. In 
fact, however, we do seem to need conventions here - not be
cause parental love is unnatural but because it is so important 
to security and sometimes so difficult to sustain. 

The relation of parent to child differs from other close 
relations in three basic ways. First, the bond usually end ures. 
Especially during the child's tender years, we feel that a par
ent should not emotionally "divorce" a child. Second, the 
bond is tight because in the beginning a child depends upon 
it for virtually everything. Third, the bond is usually embed
ded in a wider network of kin and friends. Any bond like the 
one between parent and child is subject to ambivalence and 
the rules that contain it. The child loves and hates the par
ent, and the parent loves and hates the child. But cultural 
rules in each case prescribe acceptable mixes of feeling. 
These rules come to consciousness as moral injunctions
we "should" or "shouldn't" feel this, we "have a right" or 
"don't have the right" to feel that. 

There are tests of parental love. A parent may habitually 
lie or rage against a child without explanation. And when 
the child cannot muster the love or sympathy that a father, 
for example, thinks himself owed, anger may emerge un pro
tected by the shield of entitlement to it: 
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Two years ago my father quit his job and in the process admit
ted himself into Langley Porter Psychiatric Hospital for treat
ment of what was then diagnosed as manic-depressive psycho
sis. After being released, he admitted to the family many cruel 
and deceiving things he had been doing behind our backs for 
the past ten years. At the time I remember thinking that I 
should show him my love now more than ever before, that I 
should forgive this pitiful man who had lost the respect of his 
wife, his co-workers, his friends, his children, and most of all 
himself. But all I could feel was anger at his deception, anger at 
his once "funny" behavioral quirks that now suddenly came 
into sharp focus. I fought the obligation to love because I 
needed to hate. I had to resolve my own feelings before I could 
worry about his. 

This son really wanted to forgive his father and to re
spond to his father's desperate need for self-respect; he also 
felt obliged to feel forgiving. Yet because he himself felt de
ceived and angry at being deceived, he could not feel as he 
wanted to and thought he ought to. He could not see his fa
ther's activities as "quirks"; he could not sustain that as if and 
feel the love he would experience if they were just quirks. 
Instead, these activities felt like deceptions. And given the 
serious reality of the deception, the boy felt angry. He did 
not revise what he sensed he owed his father-loyalty and 
love. He did not reconceive of his former love for his father 
as overpayment. He did not conceive of his father as being in 
emotional debt. Rather, the rule stayed in place and he 
"fought the obligation to love" because he needed to hate. 
He did not change the feeling rule. He acted on a strong 
need to violate it. 

Such events differently interpreted often create prob
lems between parents and children. In the following exam
ple, what the mother might have seen as a trying episode for 
a single parent, deserving of sympathy and understanding, 
was to the daughter simply inexcusable selfishness. As the 
daughter, a twenty-year-old college student, wrote: 
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I was alone in the house with my mother, who had been very 
unhappy and was making all of our lives miserable. Part of it 
stemmed from her hating the house in which we lived, and on 
this particular night the hate was very profound. She was in her 
room -crying, yelling, and banging things around very audibly 
and making angry references to my father, my sister, and, to a 
lesser extent, myself I know I was the one person who was not 
involved in her hate-I folt I was supposed to foel sorryfor her, com

fort her, call someone who might be able to help. However, what 
I felt was intense anger at her; if she hated our family, I wanted 
to be included in that hate and I wanted her to quit making our 
lives miserable whether she was capable of controlling her emo
tions or not. I didn't know what to do, I cried to myself and 
wanted to run from the situation entirely. Ijust didn't want to 
have anything to do with it. 

Like the deceiving father, the distraught mother poses a 
test to love; she makes the rule that one should love a parent 
seem temporarily intolerable. Is the father crazy, forgivable, 
and lovable, or is he deceiving, unforgivable, and unlovable? 
Is the mother unable to control herself, in need of help, and 
basically well-meaning, or is she cruelly manipulative, using 
emotional blackmail to win an ally in a family war? What 
should a child feel? The choice in each case was hard not 
only because the child was violently torn between two reac
tions but because of a "should" that bolstered one reaction 
and not the other. As the daughter said, "I felt I was sup
posed to feel sorry for her, comfort her." 

An incapacity to control rage, or to tell the truth, or to 
fulfill sexual agreements, or to hold a job are all human flaws 
which, up to a point, we may try to ignore or forgive but 
which we are also free to criticize. Being mentally retarded, 
on the other hand, is a problem that is no one's fault, but it 
can lead to the same sort of emotional predicament: "My 
younger and only sister is severely mentally retarded. 
Though she is nearly normal physically, she has no intellect. 
I often think that I should feel love for her, but I don't. 
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There is nothing there for me to love - the fact that she is 
my sister is not enough. I feel guilty about my feelings, but 
I'm content that at least I can be honest with myself" This 
sibling feels guilty about not feeling love for a sister "with no 
intellect." He confronts a "should" that he must reject in or
der to feel honest. 

Like the bond between parent and child, the bond be
tween wife and husband may be strained in the battle be
tween sanction and feeling. Freud, in his essay "Modern Sex
ual Morality and Modern Nervousness," describes the 
problem well: 

Let us take for instance the case observed so frequently of a 
woman who does not love her husband because owing to the 
conditions of her union and to her matrimonial experience she 
has absolutely no reason for loving him; she would like to love him, 
however, because that is in accord with what she has been 
brought up to consider as the ideal of married life. She will ac
cordingly suppress all the instincts that would reveal the truth 
and counteract her ideal endeavor. She will take special care to 
act like a loving, tender, and thoughtful wife [my emphasis].l5 

"Like to love him" is one of those threads in the weave that 
differ by culture. A fourteen-year-old Indian girl in an ar
ranged marriage to a wealthy sixty-year-old man may be re
quired to serve him (and may even feel obliged to try to love 
him), but she may be internally freer to dislike him; she is 
not responsible for having chosen him. The "love ethic" in a 
free market exchange, on the other hand, places more exact
ing standards of experience on marriage. If the actual feel
ings between the spouses fall short of the ideal, it is not the 
institution of marriage but one's own poor choice of a part
ner that is to blame.16 

Between husband and wife or between lovers, sexualjeal
ousy and love are usually presumed to go together. But the 
sociologist Kingsley Davis has suggested that sexualjealousy 
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is not natural between mates and that it is often the proprie
tary claims that husband and wife make upon each other 
that cause adultery to evoke jealousyP 

Following this logic, some couples strive to rid themselves 
of the agreement to be monogamous and therefore of the 
right to jealousy. Making love to someone outside the mar
riage is defined not as adultery but as "sharing your love." 
Since monogamy has been a common way of expressing 
emotional commitment, other ways of expressing that com
mitment are given more importance. But if these other ways 
fail, at least one partner may feel rejected. Consider the situ
ation reported by this young woman: 

About four years ago when I was living down South, I was in
volved with a group of people, friends. We used to spend most 
evenings after work or school together. We used to do a lot of 
drugs, acid, coke, or just smoke dope, and we had this philoso
phy that we were very communal and did our best to share ev
erything-clothes, money, food, and so on. I was involved with 
this one man, and I thought I was "in love" with him. He in turn 
had told me that I was very important to him. Anyway, another 
woman who had been a very good friend of mine at one time 
started having a sexual relationship with this man, supposedly 
without my knowledge. I knew, though, and had a lot of mixed 
feelings about it. I thought, intellectually, that I had no claim to 
the man, that no one should ever try to own another person. I 
also believed that it was none of my business, that their relation
ship together really had nothing to do with my friendship with 
either of them. I also believed in sharing. But I was horribly hurt, 
lonely, and depressed, and I couldn't shake the depression. And on 
top of those feelings, I felt guilt for having those possessively 
jealous feelings. And so I would continue going out with these 
people every night and try to suppress my feelings. My ego was 
shattered. I got to the point that I couldn't even laugh around 
them. So finally I confronted my friends and left for the sum
mer and traveled with a new friend. I realized later what a 
heavy situation it was, and it took me a long time to get myself 
together and feel whole again. 
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The clash between the feeling she could muster under 
the countercultural feeling rule and the feeling of hurt and 
jealousy she experienced seemed like a private nightmare. 
Yet the origin of this sort of conflict and pain is also pro
foundly social, for it is through social institutions that a basic 
view of sexual access is elaborated and a moral code pro
moted. That is why institutions or subcultures that develop a 
total system of punishments for jealous behavior, and re
wards for unjealous behavior, may go some distance toward 
eliminating jealousy. As two sociologists comment about a 
communal experiment: 

At Twin Oaks in Virginia, sexual freedom is the community 
norm and jealousy is a common problem. Cat Kincade, ... one 
of the founders, describes jealousy management at Twin Oaks: 
"The biggest bulwark against jealousy is our heavy community 
disapproval of it ... nobody gets group reinforcement for feel
ing or expressing jealousy. A surprising amount of it is wiped 
out by that fact alone .... Most of us here do not approve of our 
bad feelings when we have them. Just as a person with a Puritan 
conscience can often control his erotic impulses by reference to 
what he believes, so a person with a communitarian conscience 
can control his repressive impulses by reminding himself what 
his principles are. IS 

Had the young woman's friends and neighbors taken more 
care to reinforce her communitarian view and more closely 
supported her emotion work, it is conceivable that her story 
would have ended differently. 

A social role-such as that of bride, wife, or mother-is 
partly a way of describing what feelings people think are 
owed and are owing. A role establishes a baseline for what 
feelings seem appropriate to a certain series of events. When 
roles change, so do rules for how to feel and interpret 
events. A rising divorce rate, a rising remarriage rate, a de
clining birthrate, a rising number of working women, and a 
greater legitimation of homosexuality are the outer signs of 
changing roles. What, when she works outside the home, is a 



Feeling Rules 75 
wife? What, when others care for children, is a parent? And 
what, then, is a child? What, when marriages easily dissolve, 
is a lover and what is a friend? According to which standard, 
among all those that are culturally available, do we assess 
how appropriate our feelings are to a situation? If periods of 
rapid change induce status anxiety, they also lead to anxiety 
about what, after all, the feeling rules are.* 

In times of uncertainty, the expert rises to prominence. 
Authorities on how a situation ought to be viewed are also 
authorities on how we should feel. The need for guidance 
felt by those who must cross shifting social sands only adds 
importance to a more fundamental principle: in the matter 
of what to feel, the social bottom usually looks for guidance 
to the(social top. Authority carries with it a certain mandate 
over ~eeling rules. A parent may show a child how much fear 
to feel about the new bull terrier on the block. An English 
literature professor may suggest to students how strongly 
they should feel about Rilke's first Duino Elegy. A supervisor 
may comment on a cheer worn thin in a secretary's" Here's 
your correspondence, sir." It is mainly the authorities who 
are the keepers of feeling rules.19 And so when an authority 
like Gail Sheehy tells us that "a restless vitality wells up as we 
approach thirty," it can, as Christopher Lasch points out, be
come part of the experience of turning thirty to address the 
"restless vitality" norm. Similarly, it can become part of the 
experience of greeting a passenger, or collecting a bill, to ad
dress official ideas about what we should feel as we do it. 

• Indeed, we are most likely to sense a feeling rule as a feeling rule, and deep 
acting as deep acting, not when we are strongly attached to a culture or a role but 
when we are moving from one culture or one role to another. It is when we are 
between jobs, between marriages, or between cultures that we are prone to feel at 
odds with past feeling rules. 
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PAYING RESPECTS WITH FEELING 

The Gift Exchange 

When I was in boarding school we had a housemother named 
M iss Mallon. She was so fanatically religious she would tell 
children that their parents would go to hell. Because of this 
and other things, she was fired All the girls in my dorm cried 
and carried on when they heard the news. I was supposed to 
flel a sense of great loss and sadness. Actually, I felt great joy 
and liberation. But I pretended to be as unhappy as everyone 
else. By secretly looking up at a bright light, I was able to 
make tears and some appropriate sobbing noises. Later on, 
when I was alone on the playground, I ran around and 
jumped for joy. 

- Woman university student 

All of us try to feel, and pretend to feel, but we seldom do so 
alone. Most often we do it when we exchange gestures or 
signs of feeling with others. Taken together, emotion work, 
feeling rules, and interpersonal exchange make up our pri
vate emotional system. We bow to each other not only from 
the waist but from the heart. Feeling rules set out what is 
owed in gestures of exchange between people. They enable 
us to assess the worth of an outward tear or an inward at
tempt to feel sad for the Miss Mallons in our lives. Looking at 
a bright light to make a tear glisten is a mark of homage, a 
way of paying respects to those who proclaim that sadness is 
owed. More generally, it is a way of paying respects to a rule 
about respect paying. 

In psychological "bowing;' feeling rules provide a baseline 
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for exchange. There are two types of exchange - straight and 
improvisational. In straight exchange, we simply use rules to 
make an inward bow; we do not play with them. In improvisa
tional exchange, as in improvisational music, we presuppose 
the rules and play with them, creating irony and humor. But 
in both types, it is within the context of feeling rules that we 
make our exchanges and settle our accounts. 

Consider the following straight exchange, discussed by Pe
ter Blau. A novice worker in a Social Security office tries to 
get advice from a more experienced worker, an "expert:' 
Blau comments: 

The giving of advice was an exchange in which the ordinary 
worker paid for advice by acknowledging his inferiority to the 
expert, while the expert received ego-enhancing deference in 
return for the time he lost from his own work in helping his 
colleague. Both profited. But beyond a certain point, further sa
crifices of the expert's time would become more costly to him 
than the initial sacrifices because his own work would begin to 
suffer, and further acknowledgments of his superiority would 
become less rewarding than the initial ones. He would then be
come unwilling to give more ad vice unless the deference and 
gratitude became more and more extreme. In short, it would 
raise the price. l 

The advice seeker owes gratitude to the adviser. But what 
does it mean to owe gratitude? What, exactly, is felt to be 
owed? 

What seems to be owed is "sincere display" -a nod of the 
head, an open smile, a slightly sustained gaze, and the words, 
"Thanks, Charlie, I sure appreciate it. I know how busy you 
are:' Payment is made in facial expression, choice of words, 
and tone of voice. 

A person may offer his adviser only an impersonation of a 
sincerely grateful person, or he may actually think and feel in 
a grateful way, thus paying his debt in gold rather than silver. 
Similarly, the adviser may feel: "I deserve sincere gratitude, 
not simply feigning." 
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When a giver and a receiver share an expectation about 
how much sincerity is owed, gestures can be judged as paying 
less or more than what is owed. Thus, when the receiver of a 
favor responds less generously than expected, the giver 
might openly say, "So that's all the thanks I get?" Or he might 
respond to the thanks in a cold and resentful manner, which 
indicates that he is rejecting the thanks and considers the 
other party still in his debt. Alternatively, the giver may offer 
more, as when he discounts the very need for a thanks by 
redefining the gift as a voluntary act of pleasure: "Oh no, 
there's nothing to thank me for. It was a pleasure to read your 
manuscript:' The sincerity of such a statement, and perhaps 
the effort needed to sustain it, is a gift in addition to the gift. It 
is the gift of not seeing the first gift as something to feel grate
ful for at all because that is just the kind of nice person the 
gIver IS. 

How much in the way of displaying sincerity or of working 
to feel truly sincere (and working, too, at hiding the effort) 
seems right to us depends on the depth of the bond in ques
tion. In trivial exchanges, when no deep bond exists, less debt 
is passed back and forth, and the range of qualities, actions, 
and things that are given and received is reduced. In the case 
of deeper bonds-as between wife and husband, or between 
lovers, or between best friends - there are many more ways 
available to repay a debt; emotion work is only one of them. 

Most of the time, gratitude comes naturally, thoughtlessly, 
and without effort. Only when it comes hard do we recognize 
what has been true all along: that we keep a mental ledger 
with "owed" and "received" columns for gratitude, love, an
ger, guilt, and other feelings. Normally, we are unaware of 
this; indeed, the very idea of consciously keeping such a 
ledger is repellent. Yet moments of "inappropriate feeling" 
may often be traced to a latent prior notion of what had been 
felt all along to be owed or owing. Often, feeling rules are 
unshared. "Poor communication" and misunderstanding 
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sometimes boils down to conflicting notions about what feel
ings are owed to another. It is psychologically analogous to 
disagreeing on the exchange rate of dollars to pesos. A hus
band, for example, may latently feel that he is owed more 
gratitude for sharing housework than his wife gives him and 
more gratitude than he gives her for doing the same thing. 

In straight exchange, the focus is on making a gesture to
ward observing a rule, not on the rule itself In improvisa
tional exchange, the rule itself is called into question or 
played with. Consider the following exchange, observed at 
the San Francisco International Airport. 

Two airline ticket agents are working behind the counter; 
one is experienced, the other is new on the job. The new 
agent is faced with a difficult ticket: it needs to be reissued for 
a different date and at a lower fare, with the extra money 
already paid to be credited to an air travel card. His experi
enced companion and instructor is gone. He struggles with 
the ticket for ten minutes while a long line of people wait their 
turn, shifting position restlessly and staring intently at him. 
When the experienced agent returns, the novice says, "I was 
looking for you. You're supposed to be my instructor:' The 
instructor answers ironically, "Gee, I'm really sorry, I feel so 
bad;' and both laugh together. 

The experienced agent is not sorry that he wasn't available 
to help the novice. His apparently misfitting feeling does not 
put him in debt, however, because the more general feeling 
rule - "We should both take this seriously" - is poked fun at. 
His meaning seems to be this: "Don't take it personally that I 
didn't feel guilty or regretful about my late return. Neither of 
us really wants to be here because it's an awful job, and you 
understand how I appreciate that ten-minute break." 

Irony is composed of just such playing with perspectives
now mine, now yours, now the company's. It is the jazz of hu
man exchange. As in improvisational music, in order to play 
with some perspectives, others have to be fundamentally un-
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derstood and occasionally acknowledged. This is why humor 
and irony are often reserved for later stages of an acquaint
anceship because they acknowledge a deep bond that can be 
played with. 

Sometimes improvisational exchanges themselves become 
crystallized into custom. A graduate student of mine from 
Korea once gave me two masks with wildly happy eyes and 
broad smiles. These masks, she explained, were used by Ko
rean peasants when confronting their landlord on specified 
occasions; holding the smiling masks over their faces, they 
were free to hurl insults and bitter complaints at him. The 
masks paid the emotional respects due the landlord and left 
the peasants free to say and feel what they liked. 

WAYS OF BOWING FROM THE HEART 

Both straight and improvisational exchanges presuppose a 
number of ways to pay psychological dues. For example, we 
may simply feign the owed feeling, sometimes without in
tending to succe<:d; or we may offer the greater gift of trying 
to amplify a real feeling that we already have; or we may try to 
reframe an event and offer ourselves for the moment recon
stituted by successful deep acting. In light of these possibili
ties, spontaneous feeling itself becomes a choice of what ges
ture to make.2 

There are also various forms of nonpayment. For example, 
here is the reaction of a young woman who accepts an invita
tion to a rock music party: 

The people I was with kept saying, "Isn't this great?" Like I was 
supposed to feel this new sensation coming over me and experi
ence something really fabulous. Actually I was feeling depressed 
and not at all like dancing to that acid rock music. The way I 
handled the situation was by just listening to the music (in a 
pretty straight manner) and not pretending to be carried away 
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by it. I would have felt too awkward acting out a role that I really 
couldn't play. 

By not rocking her head, tapping her feet, or drumming her 
fingers, this young woman paid her escort no pretense of be
ing engrossed, to say nothing of actually trying to feel that 
way. She risked letting him worry that she wasn't having a 
good time and also risked seeming to be a wet blanket. Fur
thermore, she offered him no explanation for her inner re
treat from the scene. This is the rock-bottom minimum in 
psychological bowing. She simply acknowledged the ideal
that she is expected to offer some sort of payment.3 

Nonpayment sometimes blossoms into anti payment. This 
is the case when a person not only refuses to work up the 
expected feelings, or even plausible displays of them, but 
makes no effort to prevent opposite feelings from showing. 
Consider this young man's reaction to Christmas, a time of 
giving and receiving: 

During Christmas one should have feelings of happiness and 
love. But it's been a time of anger, bitterness, and somberness for 
me. I feel life closing in on me, and I respond by hating-hating 
not only the ritual of Christmas but also the pseudo-feeling that's 
attached to it. Christmas heightens my feelings of anger about all 
the things that I've failed to do during the year. Instead of view
ing the new year with optimism, I remain disenchanted and an
gry. All in all, the Christmas season must present a catharsis for 
me because I never vent my feelings more than at that particular 
time of the year. 

If, in terms of debt payment, this young Scrooge's blast at 
"pseudo-feeling" is one notch below the response of the 
young woman at the rock music party, then the response of 
this young man to his Bar Mitzvah is one notch above: 

A Bar Mitzvah is supposed to be a joyous time for any thirteen
year-old Jewish child. As I remember, I was not very happy at 
mine. I was just performing a task. All my friends, at their Bar 
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Mitzvahs, were fairly happy; but I can only remember being in a 
sort of dazed state, just reacting to events. I felt more like a spec
tator than like a participant. How did I handle it? I guess I was 
worried that it was my fault that I didn't feel happy. 

If we cannot manage to enjoy or feel grateful, we may at 
least manage to feel guilty for not enjoying what another has 
given. Guilt or worry may function as a promissory note. 
Guilt upholds feeling rules from the inside: it is an internal 
acknowledgment of an unpaid psychological debt. Even "I 
should feel guilty" is a nod in the direction of guilt, a weaker 
confirmation of what is owed. 

We are commonly aware of pretending to feel something 
when we want to be polite. Pretending is a statement of defer
ence to the other, an offering. Consider how this young wo
man describes her feelings about graduating from college: 

To my parents and friends, graduation was a really big deal, 
especially for my parents, since I'm the oldest in the family. For 
some reason, however, I couldn't get excited about it. I had had 
a good time at college and all, but I was ready to get out and I 
knew it. Also, we had practiced the ceremony so many times 
that it had lost its meaning to me. I put On an act, though, and 
tried to act real emotional and hug my friends and cry, but I 
knew inside I didn't really feel it. 

Hugging and crying-work on expression-was this wom
an's form of homage to her parents. 

We may also try to avoid displaying ambivalent feelings. 
For example, this woman loves her husband and identifies 
with him, but she also envies him: 

Whenever my husband leaves on a trip everyone smiles and says 
to me, "Aren't you excited?" My husband is a gymnast, and he 
was nationally ranked last year. Just recently he went to Japan, 
to the Center for Men's Gymnastics. With all the work of getting 
him off and my feelings of being left be hind, I'm not excited or 
happy but often depressed. There he is going off to all these 
exciting places, free, and here I am holding down the fort, do-
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ing everyday things. When he went to Japan, I felt depressed 
and deserted when everyone else thought I should be happy 
and excited. I thought I should be excited too, so sometimes I 
acted excited and happy; but at other times I cried for no rea
son or picked fights with my husband. 

Her attempt to avert envy is an offering to the marriage, an 
offering in this case of surface display.4 

To feign a feeling is to offer another person behavioral 
evidence of what we want him to believe we are thinking and 
feeling. In bad acting, what the other sees is the effort of 
acting itself-which remains a gesture of homage, though 
perhaps one of the slightest. 

Finally, we may offer a tribute so generous that it actually 
transforms our mood and our thoughts to match what oth
ers would like to see. For example, a woman from a provin
cial Italian family, whose many aunts and uncles had 
thought of her as an old maid since she was nineteen, 
greeted her thirty-second birthday as a single woman in this 
way: "Left to my own devices, I would have spent the whole 
day brooding. As it was, I tried to feel what ice cream and 
balloons are supposed to make you feel about a birthday. I 
felt really grateful to my friends for coming and for going to 
the trouble of trying to perk me up. It worked. I managed to 
have a really good time:' This was a generous bow. Allowing 
her friends to induce her to feel cheerful was the highest 
tribute payable in this currency. 

To sum up, display and emotion work are not matters of 
chance. They come into play, back and forth. They come to 
mean payment or nonpayment of latent dues. "Inappro
priate emotion" may be construed as a nonpayment or mis
payment of what is due, an indication that we are not seeing 
things in the right light. The Bar Mitzvah not enjoyed, the 
Christmas that raises anger, the party that proves boring, 
the funeral that seems meaningless, the sexual contact that 
feels lonely, times when a mother is not loved or a friend not 
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missed-all these are moments without their appropriate 
feeling, moments of unmade bows from the heart. 

There are many things people do for each other to main
tain reciprocity, quite apart from psychological bowing. Psy
chological bowing, in turn, may be a means of expressing 
deeper and more pervasive bonds. Marriage, for example, 
usually involves some external exchange of services: I usu
ally fix the car, mow the lawn, and do the laundry; you shop, 
give me backrubs, and do the fancy cooking. But marriage 
partners clearly exchange more latent favors. "I'll overlook 
your distress at large gatherings if you'll overlook my fat
ness; I'll help you calm your fear of adventure if you'll help 
me stop testing my limits." Exchanges that are even more 
latent may border on fusion. "I'll be your warmth if you'll be 
my steadiness." The deeper the bond, the more central and 
latent the gifts exchanged, and the more often a person 
compensates in one arena for what is lacking in another. 
One way that such compensations are achieved is through 
the medium of emotional gift exchange. 

The exchange between people of equal status in a stable 
relationship is normally even. We return a worked-up cheer
fulness, a pretended interest, or a suppressed frustration 
for something else that we both consider equivalent over the 
long haul. Over time, the debtor makes up the debt or sends 
promissory notes persuading the other to join in imagining 
a future time of repayment. 

However, when one person has higher status than an
other, it becomes acceptable to both parties for the bottom 
dog to contribute more. Indeed, to have higher status is to 
have a stronger claim to rewards, including emotional re
wards. It is also to have greater access to the means of en
forcing claims. The deferential behavior of servants and 
women - the encouraging smiles, the attentive listening, the 
appreciative laughter, the comments of affirmation, admi
ration, or concern-comes to seem normal, even built into 
personality rather than inherent in the kinds of exchange 



Paying Respects with Feeling 85 

that low-status people commonly enter into. Yet the absence 
of smiling, of appreciative laughter, of statements of admi
ration or concern are thought attractive when understood 
as an expression of machismo. Complementarity is a com
mon mask for inequality in what is presumed to be owing 
between people, both in display and in the deep acts that 
sustain it. 

Emotion is a sense that tells about the self-relevance of re
ality. We infer from it what we must have wanted or expected 
or how we must have been perceiving the world. Emotion is 
one way to discover a buried perspective on matters. Espe
cially when other ways oflocating ourselves are in bad repair, 
emotion becomes important. We put emotion to private use. 
Through deep acting we share it and offer it in exchange. We 
continually try to put together things that threaten to pull 
apart-the situation, an appropriate way to see and feel about 
it, and our own real thoughts and feelings. Rules as to the 
type, intensity, duration, timing, and placing of feelings are 
society'S guidelines, the promptings of an unseen director. 
The stage, the props, and fellow members of the cast help us 
internally assemble the gifts that we freely exchange. 

In private life, we are free to question the going rate of 
exchange and free to negotiate a new one. If we are not 
satisfied, we can leave; many friendships and marriages die 
of inequality.* But in the public world of work, it is often part 
of an individual's job to accept uneven exchanges, to be 
treated with disrespect or anger by a client, all the while 
closeting into fantasy the anger one would like to respond 

• Private gender relations have a floorboard, which is the prevailing arrange
ment between the sexes in the larger society. An equalitarian couple in a society 
that as a whole subordinates women cannot, at the basic level of emotional ex
changes, be equal. For example, a woman lawyer who earns as much money and 
respect as her husband, and whose husband accepts these facts about her, may still 
find that she owes him gratitude for his liberal views and his equal participation in 
housework. Her claims are seen as unusually high, his as unusually low. The larger 
market in alternate partners offers him free household labor, which it does not 
offer her. In light of the larger social context, she is lucky to have him. And it is 
usually more her burden to manage indignation at having to feel grateful. 



86 Private Life 

with. Where the customer is king, unequal exchanges are 
normal, and from the beginning customer and client as
sume different rights to feeling and display. The ledger is 
supposedly evened by a wage. 

I have tried in Part One to describe the workings of an 
emotional system in normal private life. In Part Two I try to 
show what happens when a gift becomes a commodity and 
that commodity is a feeling. 



PART TWO 

Public Life 





6 
FEELING MANAGEMENT 

From Private to Commercial Uses 

If they could have turned everyone of us into sweet quiet 
Southern belles with velvet voices like Rosalyn Carter, this is 
what they would want to stamp out on an assembly line. 

- Flight attendant, Delta Airlines 

On P SA our smiles are not just painted on. 
So smile your way 
From L.A. 
To San Francisco. 

-PSA radio jingle 

When you see them receiving passengers with that big smile, I 
don't think it means anything. They have to do that. It's part 
of their job. But now if you get into a conversation with a 
flight attendant . .. well . .. no ... I guess they have to do 
that too. 

-Airline passenger 

When rules about how to feel and how to express feeling are 
set by management, when workers have weaker rights to 
courtesy than customers do, when deep and surface acting 
are forms oflabor to be sold, and when private capacities for 
empathy and warmth are put to corporate uses, what hap
pens to the way a person relates to her feelings or to her 
face? When worked-up warmth becomes an instrument of 
service work, what can a person learn about herself from her 

89 
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feelings? And when a worker abandons her work smile, what 
kind of tie remains between her smile and her self? 

Display is what is sold, but over the long run display comes 
to assume a certain relation to feeling. As enlightened man
agement realizes, a separation of display and feeling is hard 
to keep up over long periods. A principle of emotive disso
nance, analogous to the principle of cognitive dissonance, is 
at work. Maintaining a difference between feeling and 
feigning over the long run leads to strain. We try to reduce 
this strain by pulling the two closer together either by 
changing what we feel or by changing what we feign. When 
display is required by the job, it is usually feeling that has to 
change; and when conditions estrange us from our face, they 
sometimes estrange us from feeling as well. 

Take the case of the flight attendant. Corporate logic in 
the airline industry creates a series of links between compe
tition, market expansion, advertising, heightened passenger 
expectations about rights to display, and company demands 
for acting. When conditions allow this logic to work, the 
result is a successful transmutation of the private emotional 
system we have described. The old elements of emotional 
exchange-feeling rules, surface acting, and deep acting
are now arranged in a different way. Stanislavski's if moves 
from stage to airline cabin ("act as if the cabin were your own 
living room") as does the actor's use of emotion memory. Pri
vate use gives way to corporate use. 

In the airline industry of the 1950s and 1960s, a remark
able transmutation was achieved. But certain trends, dis
cussed later in this chapter, led this transmutation to fail in 
the early 1970s. An industry speed-up and a stronger union 
hand in limiting the company's claims weakened the trans
mutation. There was a service worker "slowdown." Worked
up warmth of feeling was replaced by put-on smiles. Those 
who sincerely wanted to make the deeper offering found 
they could not do so, and those who all along had resisted 
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company intrusions on the self came to feel some rights to 
freedom from it. The job lost its grip. When the transmuta
tion succeeded, the worker was asked to take pride in mak
ing an instrument of feeling. When it collapsed, workers 
came to see that instrument as overused, underappreciated, 
and susceptible to damage. 

BEHIND THE DEMAND FOR ACTING 

"A market for emotional labor" is not a phrase that company 
employees use. Upper management talks about getting the 
best market share of the flying public. Advertising personnel 
talk about reaching that market. In-flight service supervi
sors talk about getting "positive attitude" and "professional 
service" from flight attendants, who in turn talk about "han
dling irates." Nevertheless, the efforts of these four groups, 
taken together, set up the sale of emotional labor. 

The purpose of Delta Airlines is to make a profit. To 
make a profit, Delta has to compete for passenger markets. 
Throughout the postwar years, for example, Delta com
peted with Eastern Airlines for markets along routes they 
both serviced. (It now shares 80 percent of its routes with 
Eastern.Y The Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB), established 
in 1938 in recognition of the national importance of air 
transport and the threat of monopoly, was granted authority 
to control market shares and prices. Until 1978 it established 
uniform prices for airline tickets and sharpened competi
tion by offering parallel route awards. Companies competed 
by offering more frequent flights, more seats, faster flights 
(fewer stops), and-what is most important here-better 
service. After 1978 the airlines were deregulated and price 
wars were allowed. 2 Yet a brief price war in 1981 and an
other shake-out of weaker companies has been followed by a 
general rise in prices. As it was before deregulation, service 
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may again become a main area of competition. When com
petition in price is out, competition in service is in.* 

The more important service becomes as an arena for 
competition between airlines, the more workers are asked to 
do public relations work to promote sales. Employees are 
continually told to represent Delta proudly. All Delta work
ers once received, along with their paychecks, a letter from 
the president and chairman of the board asking them to put 
Delta bumper stickers on their cars. The Delta Jogging Club 
(which included two vice-presidents) once ran a well-publi
cized 414-mile marathon from Dallas, Texas, to Jackson, 
Mississippi, to commemorate Delta's first commercial flight. 
Virtually every employee is asked to be "in sales." 

But of all workers in an airline, the flight attendant has 
the most contact with passengers, and she sells the company 
the most. When passengers think of service they are un
likely to think of the baggage check-in agent, the ramp at
tendant, the cabin clean-up crew, the lost and found person
nel, or the man down in commissary pouring gravy on a long 
line of chicken entrees. They think of the flight attendant. 
As one Delta official explained: "For each hour's work by a 
flight attendant, there are 10.5 hours of support time from 
cabin service, the billing department, maintenance, and so 
on. Altogether we spend 100 hours per passenger per flight. 
But the passenger really has prolonged contact only with 
the flight attendant." 

As competition grew from the 1930s through the early 
1970s, the airlines expanded that visible role. Through the 
1950s and 1960s the flight attendant became a main subject 

* Despite fierce competition in some arenas, airlines cooperate with each other. 
According to the airlines, flying is safe but, in fact, airplanes occasionally crash. 
When they do, the efforts of their public relations offices call for surface acting and 
sometimes border on illusion making. For example, the head of Delta's public rela
tions office received a call during my office visit. "A crash in Mexico City? Seventy
three died? It was a DC -10, too?" He turned to me after hanging up. "After that 
last Eastern crash, I was getting 150 calls a day. We don't have any DC -lO's, thank 
God. But I try to keep the press off of Eastern's back. I say, 'Don't mention those 
planes: Eastern does the same for us when we're in trouble." 
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of airline advertising, the spearhead of market expansion.* 
The image they chose, among many possible ones, was that 
of a beautiful and smartly dressed Southern white woman, 
the supposed epitome of gracious manners and warm per
sonal service. t 

Because airline ads raise expectations, they subtly rewrite 
job descriptions and redefine roles. They promise on-time 
service, even though planes are late from 10 to 50 percent of 
the time, industrywide. Their pictures of half-empty planes 
promise space and leisurely service, which are seldom avail
able (and certainly not desired by the company). They prom
ise service from happy workers, even though the industry 
speedup has reduced job satisfaction. By creating a discrep
ancy between promise and fact, they force workers in all capac
ities to cope with the disappointed expectations of customers. 

The ads promise service that is "human" and personal. 
The omnipresent smile suggests, first of all, that the flight 
attendant is friendly, helpful, and open to requests. But when 
words are added, the smile can be sexualized, as in "We really 
move our tails for you to make your every wish come true" 
(Continental), or "Fly me, you'll like it" (National). Such innu
endos lend strength to the conventional fantasy that in the air, 
anything can happen. As one flight attendant put it: "You 
have married men with three kids getting on the plane and 
suddenly they feel anything goes. It's like they leave that real
ity on the ground, and you fit into their fantasy as some geisha 
girl. It happens over and over again:' 

* When an airline commands a market monopoly, as it is likely to do when it is 
owned by a government, it does not need to compete for passengers by advertising 
friendly flight attendants. Many flight attendants told me that their counterparts on 
Lufthansa (the German national airlines) and even more on EI Al and Aeroflot (the 
Israeli and Russian national airlines) were notably lacking in assertive friendliness. 

t A black female flight attendant, who had been hired in the early 1970s when 
Delta faced an affirmative action suit, wondered aloud why blacks were not pic
tured in local Georgia advertising. She concluded: "They want that market, and 
that market doesn't include blacks. They go along with that." Although Delta's cen
tral offices are in Atlanta, which is predominantly black, few blacks worked for 
Delta in any capacity. 
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So the sexualized ad burdens the flight attendant with an
other task, beyond being unfailingly helpful and open to re
quests: she must respond to the sexual fantasies of passen
gers. She must try to feel and act as if flirting and 
propositioning are "a sign of my attractiveness and your sex
iness;' and she must work to suppress her feelings that such 
behavior is intrusive or demeaning. Some have come to see 
this extra psychological task as a company contrivance. A 
flight attendant once active in Flight Attendants for Wom
en's Rights commented: "The company wants to sexualize 
the cabin atmosphere. They want men to be thinking that 
way because they think what men really want is to avoid fear 
of flying. So they figure mild sexual arousal will be helpful in 
getting people's minds off of flying. It's a question of dollars 
and cents .... Most of our passengers are male, and all of the 
big corporate contract business is male.* 

The advertising promises of one airline tend to redefine 
work on other airlines as well. So although Delta's advertis
ing has assiduously avoided explicit sexualization of the role, 
Delta's flight attendants must cope with the inflated image of 
the flight attendant put out by other companies. There may 
well be an economic pattern to sexual innuendo in these 
ads: the economically marginal companies seem to aim a 
sexual pitch at the richest segment of the market, male busi
nessmen. United Airlines, which was ranked first in reve
nues in 1979, has not attached suggestive words to the fe
male smile; but Continental, ranked tenth, and National, 
ranked eleventh, certainly have. But in any case, when what 
Doris Lessing has called a fantasy of "easily available and 
guiltless sex" is encouraged by one airline, it is finally at
tached to air travel in general. 

As the industry speed-up and union pressure have re
duced the deep acting promised and delivered in American-

• Many workers divided male passengers into two types: the serious business
man who wants quiet, efficient, and unobtrusive service; and the "sport" who wants 
a Playboy Club atmosphere. 
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based companies, there are signs that the same corporate 
logic that reached its nadir in the 1950s in the United States 
is now emerging abroad. Fortune, in an article about Singa
pore International Airlines entitled "An Airline Powered by 
Charm" (June 18, 1979), notes: 

[SIA's] advertising campaign glamorizes the cabin hostess as "the 
Singapore girl." ... To convey the idea of in-flight pleasure with 
a lyrical quality, most SIA ads are essentially large, soft-focus 
color photographs of various hostesses. In a broadcast com
mercial a crooner sings: "Singapore girl, you look so good I 
want to stay up here with you forever." [The chairman of SIA 
has said] "We're fortunate in having young people who get a 
Western education, speak English, and still take an Asian atti
tude toward service." 

This may be the service-sector version of a "runaway shop;' 
including not only runaway-shop labor ("with an Asian atti
tude toward service") but "runaway" imagery to advertise it. 

We might add that the first, and nonsexual, significance 
of the advertised smile - special friendliness and empathy
can also inflate the expectations of passengers, and there
fore increase their right to feel disappointed. Ordinary 
niceness is no longer enough; after all, hasn't the passenger 
paid for extra civility? As every flight attendant knows well, 
she can expect to face surprisingly deep indignation when 
her expressive machine is idling or, worse yet, backfiring. 

BEHIND THE SUPPLY OF ACTING: SELECTION 

Even before an applicant for a flight attendant'sjob is inter
viewed, she is introduced to the rules of the game. Success 
will depend in part on whether she has a knack for perceiv
ing the rules and taking them seriously. Applicants are 
urged to read a preinterview pamphlet before coming in. In 
the 1979-1980 Airline Guide to Stewardess and Steward Ca
reers, there is a section called "The Interview." Under the 
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subheading "Appearance," the manual suggests that facial 
expressions should be "sincere" and "unaffected." One 
should have a "modest but friendly smile" and be "generally 
alert, attentive, not overly aggressive, but not reticent ei
ther." Under "Mannerisms," subheading "Friendliness;' it is 
suggested that a successful candidate must be "outgoing but 
not effusive," "enthusiastic with calm and poise;' and "viva
cious but not effervescent." As the manual continues: "Main
taining eye contact with the interviewer demonstrates sin
cerity and confidence, but don't overdo it. Avoid cold or 
continuous staring." Training, it seems, begins even before 
recruitment. 

Like company manuals, recruiters sometimes offer advice 
on how to appear. Usually they presume that an applicant is 
planning to put on a front; the question is which one. In of
fering tips for success, recruiters often talked in a matter-of
fact way about acting, as though assuming that it is perm iss
able if not quite honorable to feign. As one recruiter put it "I 
had to advise a lot of people who were looking for jobs, and 
not just at Pan Am .... And I'd tell them the secret to getting 
a job is to imagine the kind of person the company wants to 
hire and then become that person during the interview. The 
hell with your theories of what you believe in, and what your 
integrity is, and all that other stuff You can project all that 
when you've got the job." 

In most companies, after the applicant passes the initial 
screening (for weight, figure, straight teeth, complexion, fa
cial regularity, age) he or she is invited to a group interview 
where an "animation test" takes place. 

At one interview session at Pan American, the recruiter (a 
woman) called in a group of six applicants, three men and 
three women. She smiled at all of them and then said: 
"While I'm looking over your files here, I'd like to ask you to 
turn to your neighbor and get to know him or her. We'll take 
about three or four minutes, and then I'll get back to you." 
Immediately there was bubbly conversation, nodding of 
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heads, expansions of posture, and overlapping ripples of 
laughter. ("Is that right? My sister-in-law lives in Des Moines, 
too!" "Oh wow, how did you get into scuba diving?") Al
though the recruiter had simply asked each applicant to 
turn to a neighbor, in fact each woman turned to her nearest 
man "to bring him out." (Here, what would be an advantage 
at other times-being the object of conversational atten
tion-became a disadvantage for the men because the task 
was to show skill in "bringing out" others.) After three min
utes, the recruiter put down her files and called the group to 
order. There was immediate total silence. All six looked ex
pectantly at the recruiter: how had they done on their ani
mation test? 

The recruits are screened for a certain type of outgoing 
middle-class sociability. Sometimes the recruitment litera
ture explicitly addresses friendliness as an act. Allegheny 
Airlines, for example, says that applicants are expected to 
"project a warm personality during their interview in order to 
be eligible for employment:' Continental Airlines, in its own 
words, is "seeking people who convey a spirit of enthusiasm." 
Delta Airlines calls simply for applicants who "have a 
friendly personality and high moral character:' 

Different companies favor different variations of the ideal 
type of sociability. Veteran employees talk about differences 
in company personality as matter-of-factly as they talk about 
differences in uniform or shoe style. United Airlines, the 
consensus has it, is "the girl-next-door," the neighborhood 
babysitter grown up. Pan -Am is upper class, sophisticated, 
and slightly reserved in .Its graciousness. PSA is brassy, fun
loving, and sexy. Some flight attendants could see a connec
tion between the personality they were supposed to project 
and the market segment the company wants to attract. One 
United worker explained: "United wants to appeal to Ma 
and Pa Kettle. So it wants Caucasian girls-not so beautiful 
that Ma feels fat, and not so plain that Pa feels unsatisfied. 
It's the Ma and Pa Kettle market that's growing, so that's why 
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they use the girl-next-door image to appeal to that market. 
You know, the Friendly Skies. They offer reduced rates for 
wives and kids. They weed out busty women because they 
don't fit the image, as they see it." 

Recruiters understood that they were looking for "a cer
tain Delta personality;' or "a Pan Am type." The general pre
requisites were a capacity to work with a team ("we don't look 
for chiefs, we want Indians"), interest in people, sensitivity, 
and emotional stamina. Trainers spoke somewhat remotely 
of studies that indicate that successful applicants often come 
from large families, had a father who enjoyed his work, and 
had done social volunteer work in school. Basically, however, 
recruiters look for someone who is smart but can also cope 
with being considered dumb, someone who is capable of giv
ing emergency safety commands but can also handle people 
who can't take orders from a woman, and someone who is 
naturally empathetic but can also resist the numbing effect 
of having that empathy engineered and continuously used 
by a company for its own purposes. The trainees, on the 
other hand, thought they had been selected because they 
were adventurous and ambitious. ("We're not satisfied with 
just being secretaries;' as one fairly typical trainee said. "All 
my girlfriends back in Memphis are married and having ba
bies. They think I'm real liberated to be here.") 

The trainees, it seemed to me, were also chosen for their 
ability to take stage directions about how to "project" an im
age. They were selected for being able to act well- that is, 
without showing the effort involved. They had to be able to 
appear at home on stage. 

The training at Delta was arduous, to a degree that sur
prised the trainees and inspired their respect. Most days 
they sat at desks from 8:30 to 4:30 listening to lectures. They 
studied for daily exams in the evenings and went on practice 
flights on weekends. There were also morning speakers to 
be heard before classes began. One morning at 7:45 I was 
with 123 trainees in the Delta Stewardess Training Center to 
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hear a talk from the Employee Representative, a flight at
tendant whose regular job was to communicate rank-and
file grievances to management and report back. Her role in 
the training process was different, however, and her talk 
concerned responsibilities to the company: 

Delta does not believe in meddling in the flight attendant's per
sonallife. But it does want the flight attendant to uphold cer
tain Delta standards of conduct. It asks of you first that you keep 
your finances in order. Don't let your checks bounce. Don't 
spend more than you have. Second, don't drink while in uni
form or enter a bar. No drinking twenty-four hours before 
flight time. [If you break this rule] appropriate disciplinary 
action, up to and including dismissal, will be taken. While on 
line we don't want you to engage in personal pastimes such as 
knitting, reading, or sleeping. Do not accept gifts. Smoking is 
allowed if it is done while you are seated. 

The speaker paused and an expectant hush fell across the 
room. Then, as if in reply to it, she concluded, looking 
around, "That's all." There was a general ripple of relieved 
laughter from the trainees: so that was all the company was 
going to say about their private lives. 

Of course, it was by no means all the company was going to 
say. The training would soon stake out a series of company 
claims on private territories of sel£ First, however, the train
ing prepared the trainees to accept these claims. It established 
their vulnerability to being fired and their dependence on the 
company. Recruits were reminded day after day that eager 
competitors could easily replace them. I heard trainers refer 
to their "someone-else-can-fill-your-seat" talk. As one trainee 
put it, "They stress that there are 5, 000 girls out there wanting 
your job. If you don't measure up, you're out:' 

Adding to the sense of dispensability was a sense of fragile 
placement vis-a-vis the outside world. Recruits were housed 
at the airport, and during the four-week training period 
they were not allowed to go home or to sleep anywhere but 
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in the dormitory. At the same time they were asked to adjust 
to the fact that for them, home was an idea without an imme
diate referent. Where would the recruit be living during the 
next months and years? Houston? Dallas? New Orleans? 
Chicago? New York? As one pilot advised: "Don't put down 
roots. You may be moved and then moved again until your 
seniority is established. Make sure you get along with your 
roommates in your apartment." 

Somewhat humbled and displaced, the worker was now 
prepared to identify with Delta. Delta was described as a 
brilliant financial success (which it is), an airline known for 
fine treatment of its personnel (also true, for the most part), 
a company with a history of the "personal touch." Orienta
tion talks described the company's beginnings as a family en
terprise in the 1920s, when the founder, Collett Woolman, 
personally pinned an orchid on each new flight attendant. It 
was the flight attendant's job to represent the company 
proudly, and actually identifying with the company would 
make that easier to do. 

Training seemed to foster the sense that it was safe to feel 
dependent on the company. Temporarily rootless, the 
worker was encouraged to believe that this company of 
36,000 employees operated as a "family:' The head of the 
training center, a gentle, wise, authoritative figure in her 
fifties, appeared each morning in the auditorium; she was 
"mommy;' the real authority on day-to-day problems. Her 
company superior, a slightly younger man, seemed to be 
"daddy." Other supervisors were introduced as concerned 
extensions of these initial training parents. (The vast major
ity of trainees were between nineteen and twenty-two years 
old.) As one speaker told the recruits: "Your supervisor is 
your friend. You can go to her and talk about anything, and I 
mean anything." The trainees were divided up into small 
groups; one class of 123 students (which included three 
males and nine blacks) was divided into four subgroups, 
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each yielding the more intimate ties of solidarity that were to 
be the prototype of later bonds at work. 

The imagery of family, with mommies and daddies and 
sisters and brothers, did not obscure for most trainees the 
reminders that Delta was a business. It suggested, rather, 
that despite its size Delta aspired to maintain itself in the 
spirit of an old-fashioned family business, in which hierar
chy was never oppressive and one could always air a gripe. 
And so the recruit, feeling dispensable and rootless, was 
taken in by this kindly new family. Gratitude lays the foun
dation for loyalty. 

The purpose of training is to instill acceptance of the com
pany's claims, and recruits naturally wonder what parts of 
their feeling and behavior will be subject to company con
trol. The head of in-flight training answered their implicit 
question in this way: 

Well, we have some very firm rules. Excessive use of alcohol, use 
of drugs of any kind, and you're asked to leave. We have a dormi
tory rule, and that is that you'll spend the night in the dormi
tory. There's no curfew, but you will spend the night in the dor
mitory. If you're out all night, you're asked to leave. We have 
weight standards for our flight attendants. Break those weight 
standards, and the individual is asked to resign. We have a re
quired test average of 90 percent; if you don't attain that aver
age, you're asked to resign. And then we get into the intangibles. 
That's where the judgment comes in. 

From the recruit's point of view, this answer simply estab
lished what the company conceived of as "company control:' 
In fact, this degree of control presupposed many other un
mentioned acts of obedience-such as the weigh-in. Near 
the scales in the training office one could hear laughter at 
"oh-my-god-what-I-ate-for-dinner" jokes. But the weigh-in 
itself was conducted as a matter of routine, just something 
one did. The need for it was not explained, and there was no 
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mention of the history of heated court battles over the 
weight requirement (most of them so far lost by the unions). 
One flight attendant commented, "Passengers aren't 
weighed, pilots aren't weighed, in-flight service supervisors 
aren't weighed. We're the only ones they weigh. You can't tell 
me it's not because most of us are women." Obviously, discus
sions of this issue might weaken the company's claim to con
trol over a worker's weight. The trainers offered only matter
of-fact explanations of what happens to the weight gainer. If 
a flight attendant is one pound over the maximum allowable 
weight, the fact is "written up" in her personnel file. Three 
months later, if the offender is still one pound over, there is a 
letter of reprimand; if another three months pass without 
change, there is suspension without pay. People may in fact 
be fired for being one pound overweight. Outside the class
room, of course, there was a rich underground lore about 
starving oneself before flights, angrily overeating after 
flights, deliberately staying a fraction over the weight limit 
to test the system, or claiming "big bones" or "big breasts" as 
an excuse for overweight. (One wit, legend has it, suggested 
that breasts be weighed separately.) Officially, however, the 
weigh-in was only a company routine. 

The company's presumption was supported by several cir
cumstances. It was difficult to find any good job in 1981, let 
alone a job as a flight attendant. There was also the fact that 

. Delta's grooming regulations did not seem particularly rigid 
compared with those of other airlines, past and present. 
Flight attendants were not required to wear a girdle and 
submit to the "girdle check" that Pan American flight at
tendants recall. There was no mention of a rule, once estab
lished at United, that one had to wear white underwear. 
There was a rule about the length of hair, but no mention of 
"wig checks" (to determine whether a worker had regulation 
hair under her wig), which were used by several companies 
in the 1960s. There was no regulation, such as Pan Am had, 
that required wearing eyeshadow the same shade of blue as 
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the uniform. There were no periodic thigh measurements, 
which PSA flight attendants still undergo, and no bust-waist
hips-thighs measurements that formed part of an earlier 
PSA routine. In an occupation known for its standardization 
of personal appearance, Delta's claims could seem reason
able. The company could say, in effect, "You're lucky our ap
pearance code isn't a lot tighter:' Under a more stringent 
code, those who could be judged a little too fat or a little too 
short, a little too tall or a little too plain, could feel pressured 
to make up for their physical deviations by working harder 
and being nicer than others. Some veteran workers ven
tured a thought (not generally shared) that companies de
liberately tried to recruit women who were decidedly 
plainer than the official ideal so as to encourage workers to 
"make up for" not being prettier. 

The claim to control over a worker's physical appearance 
was backed by continuous reference to the need to be "profes
sional." In its original sense, a profession is an occupational 
grouping that has sole authority to recruit, train, and super
vise its own members. Historically, only medicine, law, and the 
academic disciplines have fit this description. Certainly flight 
attendants do not yet fit it. Like workers in many other occu
pations, they call themselves "professional" because they have 
mastered a body of knowledge and want respect for that. 
Companies also use "professional" to refer to this knowledge, 
but they refer to something else as well. For them a "profes
sional" flight attendant is one who has completely accepted 
the rules of standardization. The flight attendant who most 
nearly meets the appearance code ideal is therefore "the most 
professional" in this regard. By linking standardization to 
honor and the suggestion of autonomy, the company can 
seem to say to the public, we control this much of the appear
ance and personality of that many people - which is a selling 
point that most companies strive for. 

At the other extreme, workers were free of claims over 
their religious or political beliefs. As one Delta veteran put 
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it: "They want me to look like Rosalyn Carter at age twenty, 
but they don't care if I think like she does. I'm not going to 
have power over anyone in the company, so they layoff my 
philosophy oflife. I like that."* 

Between physical looks and deeply held belief lies an in
termediate zone - the zone of emotion management. It was 
particularly here, as the head of in-flight training put it, that 
"we get into the intangibles:' The company claim to emotion 
work was mainly insinuated by example. As living illustra
tions of the right kind of spirit for the job, trainers main
tained a steady level of enthusiasm despite the long hours 
and arduous schedule. On Halloween, some teachers drew 
laughs by parading through the classroom dressed as preg
nant, greedy, and drunk passengers. All the trainers were 
well liked. Through their continuous cheer they kept up a 
high morale for those whose job it would soon be to do the 
same for passengers. It worked all the better for seeming to 
be genuine. 

Trainees must learn literally hundreds of regulations, 
memorize the location of safety equipment on four differ
ent airplanes, and receive instruction on passenger han
dling.t In all their courses, they were constantly reminded 
that their own job security and the company's profit rode on 
a smiling face. A seat in a plane, they were told, "is our most 
perishable product-we have to keep winning our passen
gers back." How you do it is as important as what you do. 
There were many direct appeals to smile: "Really work on 

* Delta does officially emphasize "good moral character," and several workers 
spoke in lowered voices about facts they would not want known. They agreed that 
any report of living with a man outside marriage would be dangerous, and some 
said they would never risk paying for an abortion through the company's medical 
insurance. 

t Most of the training in passenger handling concerned what to do in a variety of 
situations. What do you do if an obese passenger doesn't fit into his seat? Make him 
pay for half the fare of another seat. What do you do if the seat belt doesn't fit around 
him? Get him a seat-belt extension. What do you do if you accidentally spill coffee on 
his trousers? Give him a pink slip that he can take to the ticket agent, but don't com
mit the company to responsibility through word or action. What do you do if you're 
one meal short? Issue a meal voucher that can be redeemed at the next airport. 
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your smiles." "Your smile is your biggest asset - use it." In 
demonstrating how to deal with insistent smokers, with per
sons boarding the wrong plane, and with passengers who 
are sick or flirtatious or otherwise troublesome, a trainer 
held up a card that said "Relax and smile." By standing aside 
and laughing at the "relax and smile" training, trainers par
ried student resistance to it. They said, in effect, "It's incred
ible how much we have to smile, but there it is. We know that, 
but we're still doing it, and you should too." 

Beyond this, there were actual appeals to modify feeling 
states. The deepest appeal in the Delta training program 
was to the trainee's capacity to act as if the airplane cabin 
(where she works) were her home (where she doesn't work). 
Trainees were asked to think of a passenger as ifhe were a 
"personal guest in your living room:' The workers' emo
tional memories of offering personal hospitality were called 
up and put to use, as Stanislavski would recommend. As one 
recent graduate put it: 

You think how the new person resembles someone you know. 
You see your sister's eyes in someone sitting at that seat. That makes 
you want to put out for them. I like to think of the cabin as the 
living room of my own home. When someone drops in [at 
home], you may not know them, but you get something for 
them. You put that on a grand scale-thirty-six passengers per 
flight attendant - but it's the same feeling. 

On the face of it, the analogy between home and airplane 
cabin unites different kinds of experiences and obscures 
what is different about them. It can unite the empathy of 
friend for friend with the empathy of worker for customer, 
because it assumes that empathy is the same sort of feeling in 
either case. Trainees wrote in their notebooks, "Adopt the 
passenger's point of view," and the understanding was that 
this could be done in the same way one adopts a friend's 
point of view. The analogy between home and cabin also 
joins the worker to her company; just as she naturally pro-
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tects members of her own family, she will naturally defend 
the company. Impersonal relations are to be seen as if they 
were personal. Relations based on getting and giving money 
are to be seen as if they were relations free of money. The 
company brilliantly extends and uses its workers' basic hu
man empathy, all the while maintaining that it is not inter
fering in their "personal" lives. 

As at home, the guest is protected from ridicule. A flight 
attendant must suppress laughter, for example, at seeing a 
passenger try to climb into the overhead storage rack, imag
ining it to be a bunk bed. Nor will she exhibit any idiosyn
cratic habits of her own, which might make the guest feel 
uncomfortable. Also, trainees were asked to express sincere 
endorsement of the company's advertising. In one class
room session, an instructor said: "We have Flying Colonel 
and Flying Orchid passengers, who over the years have al
ways flown Delta. This is an association they're invited to 
join. It has no special privileges, but it does hold meetings 
from time to time." The students laughed, and one said, 
"That's absurd." The trainer answered, "Don't say that. 
You're supposed to make them think it's a real big thing." 
Thus, the sense of absurdity was expanded: the trainees 
were let in on the secret and asked to help the company cre
ate the illusion it wanted the passengers to accept. 

By the same token, the injunction to act "as if it were my 
home" obscured crucial differences between home and air
plane cabin. Home is safe. Home does not crash. It is the 
flight attendant's task to convey a sense of relaxed, homey 
coziness while at the same time, at take-off and landing, 
mentally rehearsing the emergency announcement, "Ciga
rettes out! Grab ankles! Heads down!" in the appropriate 
languages. Before takeoff, safety equipment is checked. At 
boarding, each attendant secretly picks out a passenger she 
can call on for help in an emergency evacuation. Yet in order 
to sustain the if, the flight attendant must shield guests from 



Feeling Management: From Private to Commercial Uses 107 

this unhomelike feature of the party. As one flight attendant 
mused: 

Even though I'm a very honest person, I have learned not to 
allow my face to mirror my alarm or my fright. I feel very pro
tective of my passengers. Above all, I don't want them to be 
frightened. If we were going down, if we were going to make a 
ditching in water, the chances of our surviving are slim, even 
though we [the flight attendants] know exactly what to do. But I 
think I would probably - and I think I can say this for most of my 
fellow flight attendants - be able to keep them from being too worried 
about it. I mean my voice might quiver a little during the an
nouncements, but somehow I feel we could get them to believe 
... the best. 

Her brave defense of the "safe homey atmosphere" of the 
plane might keep order, but at the price of concealing the 
facts from passengers who might feel it their right to know 
what was coming. 

Many flight attendants spoke of enjoying "work with peo
ple" and adopted the living room analogy as an aid in being 
as friendly as they wanted to be. Many,could point to ges
tures that kept the analogy tension-free: 

I had been asked for seconds on liquor by three different people 
just as I was pushing the liquor cart forward for firsts. The fourth 
time that happened, I just laughed this spontaneous absurd 
laugh. [Author: Could you tell me more about that?] Part of be
ing professional is to make people on board feel comfortable. 
They're in a strange place. It's my second home. They aren't as 
comfortable as I am. I'm the hostess. My job is really to make 
them enjoy the flight. The absurd laughter did it, that time. 

Others spoke of being frustrated when the analogy broke 
down, sometimes as the result of passenger impassivity. One 
flight attendant described a category of unresponsive pas
sengers who kill the analogy unwittingly. She called them 
"teenage execs." 
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Teenage execs are in their early to middle thirties. Up and com
ing people in large companies, computer people. They are very 
dehumanizing to flight attendants. You'll get to their row. You'll 
have a full cart of food. They will look up and then look down 
and keep on talking, so you have to interrupt them. They are 
demeaning ... you could be R2 -D2 [the robot in the film Star 
Wars]. They would like that better. 

This attendant said she sometimes switched aisles with her 
partner in order to avoid passengers who would not receive 
what the company and she herself wanted to offer. Like 
many others, she wanted a human response so that she 
could be sincerely friendly herself Sincerity is taken seri
ously, and there was widespread criticism of attendants who 
did not act "from the heart." For example: "I worked with 
one flight attendant who put on a fake voice. On the plane 
she raised her voice about four octaves and put a lot of sugar 
and spice into it [gives a falsetto imitation of'More coffee for 
you, sir?']. I watched the passengers wince. What the passen
gers want is real people. They're tired of that empty pretty 
young face." 

Despite the generous efforts of trainers and workers 
themselves to protect it, the living room analogy remains 
vulnerable on several sides. For one thing, trainees were 
urged to "think sales;' not simply to act in such a way as to 
induce sales. Promoting sales was offered to the keepers of 
the living room analogy as a rationale for dozens of acts, 
down to apologizing for mistakes caused by passengers: 
"Even if it's their fault, it's very important that you don't 
blame the passengers. That can have a lot of impact. Ima
gine a businessman who rides Delta many times a year. 
Hundreds, maybe thousands of dollars ride on your cour
tesy. Don't get into a verbal war. It's not worth it. They are 
our lifeblood. As we say, the passenger isn't always right, but 
he's never wrong." 

Outside of training, "thinking sales" was often the ration
ale for doing something. One male flight attendant, who was 
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kind enough to show me all around the Pan American San 
Francisco base, took me into the Clipper Club and ex
plained: "This club is for our important customers, our mil
lion-mile customers. Jan, the receptionist, usually intro
duces me to some passengers here at the Clipper Club. They 
go in the SIL [Special Information Log] because we know 
they mean a lot of money for the company. If I'm the first
class purser for one leg of the journey, I note what drink 
they order in the Clipper Club and then offer them that 
when they're seated in the plane. They like that." The uses of 
courtesy are apparently greater in the case of a million-mile 
customer-who is likely to be white, male, and middle
aged - than in the case of women, children, and the elderly. 
In any case, lower-income passengers are served in segre
gated "living rooms." 

"Think sales" had another aspect to it. One trainer, who 
affected the style of a good-humored drill sergeant, barked 
out: "What are we always doing?" When a student finally 
answered, "Selling Delta;' she replied: "No! You're selling 
yourself. Arent you selling yourself, too? You're on your own 
commission. We're in the business of selling ourselves, right? 
Isn't that what it's all about?" 

In this way, Delta sells Southern womanhood, not "over 
their heads," but by encouraging trainees to think of them
selves as self-sellers. This required them to imagine them
selves as self-employed. But Delta flight attendants are not 
making an independent profit from their emotional labor, 
they are working for a fixed wage. They are not selling 
themselves, they are selling the company. The idea of selling 
themselves helps them only in selling the company they 
work for. 

The cabin-to-home analogy is vulnerable from another 
side too. The flight attendant is asked to see the passenger as 
a potential friend, or as like one, and to be as understanding 
as one would be with a good friend. The if personalizes an 
impersonal relation. On the other hand, the student is 



110 Public Life 

warned, the reciprocity of real friendship is not part of the if 
friendship. The passenger has no obligation to return em
pathy or even courtesy. As one trainer commented: "If a 
passenger snaps at you and you didn't do anything wrong, 
just remember it's not you he is snapping at. It's your uni
form, it's your role as a Delta flight attendant. Don't take it 
personally." The passenger, unlike a real friend or guest in a 
home, assumes a right to unsuppressed anger at irritations, 
having purchased that tacit right with the ticket. 

Flight attendants are reminded of this one-way personali
zation whenever passengers confuse one flight attendant 
with another ("You look so much alike") or ask questions that 
reveal that they never thought of the attendants as real peo
ple. "Passengers are surprised when they discover that we eat, 
too. They think we can go for twenty hours without being 
allowed to eat. Or they will get off the plane in Hong Kong 
after a fifteen-hour flight - which is a sixteen- or seventeen
hour duty day for us - and say, 'Are you going on to Bang
kok?' 'Are you going on to Delhi?' Yes, right, sure -we go 
round the world and get sent back with the airplane for re
pairs." Just as the flight attendant's empathy is stretched thin 
into a commercial offering, the passenger's try at empathy is 
usually pinched into the narrow grooves of public manners. 

It is when the going gets rough - when flights are 
crowded and planes are late, when babies bawl and smokers 
bicker noisily with nonsmokers, when the meals run out and 
the air conditioning fails - that maintaining the analogy to 
home, amid the Muzak and the drinks, becomes truly a 
monument to our human capacity to suppress feeling. 

Under such conditions some passengers exercise the priv
ilege of not suppressing their irritation; they become 
"irates." When that happens, back-up analogies are brought 
into service. In training, the recruit was told: "Basically, the 
passengers are just like children. They need attention. 
Sometimes first-time riders are real nervous. And some of 
the troublemakers really just want your attention." The pas-
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senger-as-child analogy was extended to cover sibling ri
valry: "You can't play cards withjust one passenger because 
the other passengers will get jealous." To think of unruly 
passengers as 'just like children" is to widen tolerance of 
them. If their needs are like those of a child, those needs are 
supposed to come first. The worker's right to anger is corre
spondingly reduced; as an adult he must work to inhibit and 
suppress anger at children. 

Should the analogy to children fail to induce the necessary 
deep acting, surface-acting strategies for handling the "irate" 
can be brought into play. Attendants were urged to "work" 
the passenger's name, as in "Yes, Mr. Jones, it's true the flight is 
delayed." This reminds the passenger that he is not anony
mous, that there is at least some pretension to a personal rela
tion and that some emotion management is owed. Again, 
workers were told to use terms of empathy. As one flight at
tendant, a veteran of fifteen years with United, recalled from 
her training: "Whatever happens, you're supposed to say, I 
know just how you feel. Lost your luggage? I know just how 
you feel. Late for a connection? I know just how you feel. 
Didn't get that steak you were counting on? I know just how 
you feel." Flight attendants report that such expressions of 
empathy are useful in convincing passengers that they have 
misplaced the blame and misaimed their anger. 

Perspectives elicit feeling. In deep acting, perspectives are 
evoked and suppressed in part through a way of speaking. 
One way of keeping the living room analogy alive is to speak 
in company language. In a near-Orwellian Newspeak, the 
company seems to have officially eliminated the very idea of 
getting angry at the passenger, the source of revenue. Super
visors never speak officially of an obnoxious or outrageous pas
senger, only of an uncontrolled passenger. The term suggests 
that a fact has somehow attached itself to this passenger- not 
that the passenger has lost control or even had any control to 
lose. Again, the common phrase "mishandled passenger" 
suggests a bungle somewhere up the line, by someone des-
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tined to remain lost in the web of workers that stretches from 
curbside to airplane cabin. By linguistically avoiding any at
tribution of blame, the idea of a right to be angry at the pas
senger is smuggled out of discourse. Linguistically speaking, 
the passenger never does anything wrong, so he can't be 
blamed or made the object of anger. 

In passenger-handling classes, one trainer described how 
she passed a dinner tray to a man in a window seat. To do 
this, she had to pass it across a woman sitting on the aisle 
seat. As the tray went by, the woman snitched the man's des
sert. The flight attendant politely responded, "I notice this 
man's dessert is on your tray." The dirty deed was done, but, 
the implication was, by no one in particular. Such implicit 
reframing dulls a sense of cause and effect. It separates ob
ject from verb and verb from subject. The passenger does 
not feel accused, and the flight attendant does not feel as if 
she is accusing. Emotion work has been accomplished, but it 
has hidden its tracks with words. 

Company language is aimed not only at diffusing anger 
but at minimizing fear. As one Pan Am veteran recalled: 

We almost turned upside down leaving Hong Kong. They call it 
an "incident:' Not an accident, just an incident. We went nose 
up and almost flipped over. The pilot caught the plane just be
fore it went over on its back and made a big loop and dropped 
about 3,000 feet straight down and then corrected what hap
pened. They pulled out at 1,500 feet over the harbor. We knew 
we were going to die because we were going nose down and you 
could see that water coming. I was never really afraid of flying 
before, but turbulence does shake me up now. I'm not as bad as 
some people, though. 

The very term incident calms the nerves. How could we be 
terrified at an "incident"? Thus the words that workers use 
and don't use help them avoid emotions inappropriate to a 
living room full of guests. 

Finally, the living room analogy is upheld by admitting 
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that it sometimes falls down. In the Recurrent Training 
classes held each year for experienced flight attendants, 
most of the talk was about times when it feels like the party is 
over, or never began. In Initial Training, the focus was on 
the passenger's feeling; in Recurrent Training, it was on the 
flight attendant's feeling. In Initial Training, the focus was 
on the smile and the living room analogy; in Recurrent 
Training, it was on avoiding anger. As a Recurrent Training 
instructor explained: "Dealing with difficult passengers is 
part of the job. It makes us angry sometimes. And anger is 
part of slless. So that's why I'd like to talk to you about being 
angry. I'm not saying you should do this [work on your 
anger] for Delta Airlines. I'm not saying you should do it for 
the passengers. I'm saying do it for yourselves." 

From the beginning of training, managing feeling was 
taken as the problem. The causes of anger were not ac
knowledged as part of the problem. Nor were the overall 
conditions of work-the crew size, the virtual exclusion of 
blacks and men, the required accommodation to sexism, the 
lack of investigation into the considerable medical problems 
of flight attendants, and the company's rigid antiunion posi
tion. These were treated as unalterable facts oflife. The only 
question to be seriously discussed was "How do you rid your
self of anger?" 

The first recommended strategy (discussed in Chapter 
Two) is to focus on what the other person might be thinking 
and feeling: imagine a reason that excuses his or her behav
ior. If this fails, fall back on the thought "I can escape." One 
instructor suggested, "You can say to yourself, it's half an 
hour to go, now it's twenty-nine minutes, now it's twenty
eight:' And when anger could not be completely dispelled 
by any means, workers and instructors traded tips on the 
least offensive ways of expressing it: "I chew on ice, just 
crunch my anger away." "I flush the toilet repeatedly." "I 
hink about doing something mean, like pouring Ex-Lax 
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into his coffee."* In this way a semiprivate "we-girls" right to 
anger and frustration was shared, in the understanding that 
the official axe would fall on anyone who expressed her an
ger in a more consequential way. 

Yet for those who must live under a taboo on anger, covert 
ways of expressing it will be found. One flight attendant re
called with a grin: 

There was one time when I finally decided that somebody had 
it coming. It was a woman who complained about absolutely 
everything. I told her in my prettiest voice, "We're doing our 
best for you. I'm sorry you aren't happy with the flight time. I'm 
sorry you aren't happy with our service." She went on and on 
about how terrible the food was, how bad the flight attendants 
were, how bad her seat was. Then she began yelling at me and 
my co-worker friend, who happened to be black. "You nigger 
bitch!" she said. Well, that did it. I told my friend not to waste 
her pain. This lad y asked for one more Bloody Mary. I fixed the 
drink, put it on a tray, and when I got to her seat, my toe some
how found a piece of carpet and I tripped-and that Bloody 
Mary hit that white pants suit! 

Despite the company's valiant efforts to help its public
service workers offer an atmosphere perfumed with cheer, 
there is the occasional escapee who launders her anger, dis
guises it in mock courtesy, and serves it up with flair. There 
remains the possibility of sweet revenge. 

COLLECTIVE EMOTIONAL LABOR 

To thwart cynicism about the living room analogy, to catch it 
as it collapses in the face of other realizations, the company 
eye shifts to another field of emotion work - the field in 
which flight attendants interact with each other. This is a 

* Most anger fantasies seemed to have a strong oral component, such as befoul
ing the troublemaker's food and watching him eat it. These fantasies inverted the 
service motif but did not step outside it. No one, for instance, reported a fantasy 
about hitting a passenger. 
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strategic point of entry for the company because if the com
pany can influence how flight attendants deal with each oth
er's feelings on the job, it can assure proper support for pri
vate emotion management. 

As trainers well know, flight attendants typically work in 
teams of two and must work on fairly intimate terms with all 
others on the crew. In fact, workers commonly say the work 
simply cannot be done well unless they work well together. 
The reason for this is that the job is pardy an "emotional 
tone" road show, and the proper tone is kept up in large part 
by friendly conversation, banter, and joking, as ice cubes, 
trays, and plastic cups are passed from aisle to aisle to the 
galley, down to the kitchen, and up again. Indeed, starting 
with the bus ride to the plane, by bantering back and forth 
the flight attendant does important relational work: she 
checks on people's moods, relaxes tension, and warms up ties 
so that each pair of individuals becomes a team. She also 
banters to keep herself in the right frame of mind. As one 
worker put it, "Oh, we banter a lot. It keeps you going. You 
last longer." 

It is not that collective talk determines the mood of the 
workers. Rather, the reverse is true: the needed mood deter
mines the nature of the worker's talk. To keep the collective 
mood stripped of any painful feelings, serious talk of death, 
divorce, politics, and religion is usually avoided. On the 
other hand, when there is time for it, mutual morale raising 
is common. As one said: "When one flight attendant is de
pressed, thinking, 'I'm ugly, what am I doing as a flight at
tendant?' other flight attendants, even without quite know
ing what they are doing, try to cheer her up. They straighten 
her collar for her, to get her up and smiling again. I've done 
it too, and needed it done." 

Once established, team solidarity can have two effects. It 
can improve morale and thus improve service. But it can 
also become the basis for sharing grudges against the pas
sengers or the company. Perhaps it is the second possibility 
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that trainers meant to avoid when in Recurrent Training 
they offered examples of "bad" social emotion management. 
One teacher cautioned her students: "When you're angry 
with a passenger, don't head for the galley to blow off steam 
with another flight attendant." In the galley, the second 
flight attendant, instead of calming the angry worker down, 
may further rile her up; she may become an accomplice to 
the aggrieved worker. Then, as the instructor put it, 
"There'll be two of you hot to trot." 

The message was, when you're angry, go to a teammate 
who will calm you down. Support for anger or a sense of 
grievance-regardless of what inspires it-is bad for service 
and bad for the company. Thus, the informal ways in which 
workers check on the legitimacy of a grievance or look for 
support in blowing off steam become points of entry for 
company "suggestions:' 

BEHIND THE SUPPLY: SUPERVISION 

The lines of company control determine who fears whom. 
For flight attendants, the fear hierarchy works indirectly 
through passengers and back again through their own imme
diate supervisors.* As someone put it, "Whoever invented the 
system of passenger letter writing must be a vice-president by 
now." Any letter from a passenger-whether an "onion" letter 
complaining about the temperature of the coffee, the size of a 
potato, the look of an attendant, or an "orchid" letter praising 
an attendant for good service - is put into the personnel files. 
These letters are translated by base supervisors into rewards 
and punishments. Delta flight attendants talked about them 
as much as they talked about the reports of those in the of
ficialline of authority-the senior attendant on the crew, the 
base supervisor, and the plainclothes company supervisors 
who occasionally ghost-ride a flight. 

* At Delta in 1980, there were twenty-nine supervisors in charge of the 2,000 
flight attendants based in Atlanta. 
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In addition to the informal channels by which passenger 
opinion passes to management and then worker, there are 
more formal ones; company-elicited passenger opinion polls. 
The passenger is asked to fill out a questionnaire, and the 
results of that are presented by letter to the workers. As one 
male flight attendant, seven years with United, describes it: 

We get told how we're doing. Twice a year we get sent passenger 
evaluations. They show how United, American, Continental, 
and TWA are competing. Oh, passengers are asked to rank 
flight attendants: "genuinely concerned, made me feel wel
come. Spoke to me more than required. Wide awake, energetic, 
eager to help. Seemed sincere when talking to passengers. 
Helped establish a relaxed cabin atmosphere. Enjoying their 
jobs. Treated passengers as individuals." We see how United is 
doing in the competition. We're supposed to really get into it. 

Supervision is thus more indirect than direct. It relies on the 
flight attendant's sense of what passengers will communi
cate to management who will, in turn, communicate to 
workers. (For the indirect "bureaucratic" control more com
mon to the modern workplace, see Edwards 1979, ch. 6.) 

Supervisors do more than oversee workers. At this junc
ture in Delta's history, the fear hierarchy bends, and super
visors must also pose as big sisters in the Delta family - big
ger but not by much. These largely female, immobile, and 
nonunionized workers are not greatly feared by underlings, 
nor much envied, as the comment of one flight attendant 
suggests: 

It's not ajob people want very much. Some girls go into it and 
then bounce right back on the line. The pay is an inch better 
and the hours are a whole lot worse. And you have to talk oat
meal. My supervisor called me into her office the other day. I've 
used seven out of my twenty-one days of available sick leave. She 
says, 'I don't want to have to tell you this. It's what I have to tell 
you. You've used up too much of your sick leave.' She has to take 
it from her boss and then take it from me-from both ends. 
What kind of a job is that? 
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Supervisors monitor the supply of emotional labor. They 
patch leaks and report breakdowns to the company. They 
must also cope with the frustrations that workers suppress 
while on the job. As one Delta base manager explained: "I 
tell my supervisors to let the girls ventilate. It's very impor
tant that they get that out. Otherwise they'll take it out on the 
passengers." So the supervisor who grades the flight attend
ant on maintaining a "positive" and "professional" attitude is 
also exposed to its underside. For example, one flight attend
ant recalled coming off a long and taxing flight only to dis
cover that her paycheck had been "mishandled." She said 
she told her supervisor, "I can't take this all day and then 
come back here and take it from you! You know I get paid to 
take it from passengers, but I don't get paid to take it from 
you. I want my money. I just got my teeth cleaned three 
months ago. Where's my check? You find it!" What is offstage 
for the flight attendant is on stage for the supervisor. Man
aging someone else's formerly managed frustration and an
ger is itself a job that takes emotional labor. 

ACHIEVING THE TRANSMUTATION 

To the extent that emotion management actually works-so 
that Bloody Marys do not spill "by accident" on white pants 
suits, and blowups occur in backstage offices instead of in 
airplane aisles-something like alchemy occurs. Civility and 
a general sense of well-being have been enhanced and emo
tional "pollution" controlled. Even when people are paid to 
be nice, it is hard for them to be nice at all times, and when 
their efforts succeed, it is a remarkable accomplishment. 

What makes this accomplishment possible is a transmuta
tion of three basic elements of emotional life: emotion work, 
feeling rules, and social exchange. 

First, emotion work is no longer a private act but a public 
act, bought on the one hand and sold on the other. Those 
who direct emotion work are no longer the individuals 
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themselves but are instead paid stage managers who select, 
train, and supervise others. 

Second, feeling rules are no longer simply matters of per
sonal discretion, negotiated with another person in private 
but are spelled out publicly-in the Airline Guide to Steward
ess and Steward Careers, in the World Airways Flight Manual, in 
training programs, and in the discourse of supervisors at all 
levels. 

Third, social exchange is forced into narrow channels; 
there may be hiding places along shore, but there is much 
less room for individual navigation of the emotional waters. 

The whole system of emotional exchange in private life 
has as its ostensible purpose the welfare and pleasure of the 
people involved. When this emotional system is thrust into a 
commercial setting, it is transmuted. A profit motive "is 
slipped in under acts of emotion management, under the 
rules that govern them, under the gift exchange. Who 
benefits now, and who pays? 

The transmutation is a delicate achievement and poten
tially an important and beneficial one. But even when it 
works-when "service ratings" are high and customers are 
writing "orchid" letters-there is a cost to be paid: the worker 
must give up control over how the work is to be done. In Labor 
and Monopoly Capital (1974), Harry Braverman argues that 
this has been a general trend in the twentieth century. The 
"mind" of the work process moves up the company hierarchy, 
leavingjobs deskilled and workers devalued.3 Braverman ap
plies this thesis to physical and mental labor, but it applies to 
emotional labor as well. At Delta Airlines, for example, 
twenty-four men work as "method analysts" in the Standard 
Practices Division of the company. Their job is to update the 
forty-three manuals that codify work procedure for a series 
of public-contact jobs. There were no such men in the 1920s 
when the flight engineer handed out coffee to passengers; or 
in the 1930s when Delta hired nurses to do the same; or in the 
1940s when the first flight attendants swatted flies in the 
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cabin, hauled luggage, and even helped with wing repairs. 
The flight attendant's job grew along with marketing, becom
ing increasingly specialized and standardized. 

The lessons in deep acting-acting "as if the cabin is your 
home" and "as if this unruly passenger has a traumatic 
past" -are themselves a new development in deskilling. The 
"mind" of the emotion worker, the source of the ideas about 
what mental moves are needed to settle down an "irate;' has 
moved upstairs in the hierarchy so that the worker is re
stricted to implementing standard procedures. In the course 
of offering skills, trainers unwittingly contribute to a system 
of deskilling. The skills they offer do not subtract from the 
worker's autonomous control over when and how to apply 
them; as the point is made in training, "It will be up to you to 
decide how to handle any given problem on line." But the 
overall definition of the task is more rigid than it once was, 
and the worker's field of choice about what to do is greatly 
narrowed. Within the boundaries of the job, more and more 
actual subtasks are specified. Did the flight attendant hand 
out magazines? How many times? By the same token, the task 
to be accomplished is more clearly spelled out by superiors. 
How were the magazines handed out? With a smile? With a 
sincere smile? The fact that trainers work hard at making a 
tough job easier and at making travel generally more pleas
ant only makes this element of deskilling harder to see. The 
fact that their training manuals are prepared for them and 
that they are not themselves entirely free to "tell it like it is" 
only illustrates again how deskilling is the outcome of speciali
zation and standardization. 

Sensing this, most of the flight attendants I observed were 
concerned to establish that theirs was an honorable profes
sion requiring a mastery of "real" skills. I was told repeatedly 
that there was a law school graduate in the incoming class at 
the Training Center and that a dentist, a librarian, and a bot
anist were serving on line. At the same time, they generally 
expressed frustration at the fact that their skills in rescue 
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and safety procedures were given soft play (how many tick
ets can you sell by reminding passengers of death and dan
ger?) whereas their function as meal servers was high
lighted. As one flight attendant put it eloquently: 

I have a little bit of pride in what I do. Of course I'm going to 
haul ass and try to do everything I conceivably can to get that 
breakfast for 135 people completed in forty minutes. That 
means that 135 people get meal trays, 135 people are supposed 
to have at least two beverages, 135 trays are collected and re
stowed. You can imagine how many seconds we have left to give 
to each passenger. But what kind of condition does that put me 
in when I finally reach the jump seat at the end of the flight, the 
time when a crash is relatively more likely? And do I even no
tice that man slumped over in his seat? That's really my job. 

Thus because passengers see them-and are encouraged by 
company advertising to see them-as no more than glamor
ous waitresses, flight attendants usually resented the appear
ance of working at a low level of skills, and had to cope with 
this resentment. But the ways in which these two func
tions-managing rescue operations and serving food-are 
combined, and the relative priority given to each, cannot be 
influenced by the workers or even the trainers. Such things 
are determined by management. 

THE TRANSMUTATION THAT FAILED 

When an industry speed-up drastically shortens the time 
available for contact between flight attendants and passen
gers, it can become virtually impossible to deliver emotional 
labor. In that event, the transmutation of emotion work, 
feeling rules, and social exchange will fail. Company claims 
about offering a smile "from the inside out" (Delta) will be
come untenable. The living room analogy will collapse into 
a flat slogan. The mosaic of "as if" techniques will fall to 
pieces, and deep acting will be replaced by surface displays 
that lack conviction. 
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This is approximately what has happened in the u.s. air
line industry. Flight attendants who had worked during the 
1960s spoke, sometimes nostalgically, sometimes bitterly, of 
a "before" and an "after" period. In the "before" period they 
were able to do what they were asked to do, what they often 
came to want to do. As one twenty-two-year veteran of Pan 
American reminisced: 

On those old piston-engine Stratocruisers we had ten hours to 
Honolulu. We had three flight attendants for seventy-five pas
sengers. We had a social director who introduced each of the 
flight attendants personally and asked the passengers to intro
duce themselves to each other .... We didn't even use the PA 
system, and we had a vocal lifeboat demonstration. There was 
more of the personal touch. The plane had only one aisle, and 
we had berths for the passengers to sleep in. We used to tuck 
people into bed. 

There was time to talk to passengers. Layovers between 
flights were longer. Flights were less crowded, the passengers 
more experienced and generally richer, the work more pleas
ant. Descriptions of flying today are much different: 

Now we have these huge planes that can go forever. I mean, we 
have twelve-hour duty days, with 375 people to tend [on the 
Boeing 747]. The SP [Special Performance plane] is smaller, 
but it can go fifteen or sixteen hours without refueling. We used 
to fly with the same people, and there were fewer of us. We 
would just informally rotate positions. Now you come to work 
all set to argue for not working tourist class. 

When we go down the rows, we avoid eye contact and focus 
on the aisle, on the plates. People usually wait for eye contact 
before they make a request, and if you have two and a quarter 
hours to do a cocktail and meal service, and it takes five minutes 
to answer an extra request, those requests add up and you can't 
do the service in time. 

The golden age ended sometime after the recession of the 
early 1970s when the airlines, losing passengers and profits, 
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began their campaigns to achieve "cost-efficient" flying. 4 

They began using planes that could hold more people and fly 
longer hours without fuel stops. This created longer work
days, and more workdays bunched together. * There was less 
time to adjust to time-zone changes on layovers, and less time 
to relax and enjoy a central advantage of the work - personal 
travel. Like the airplane, the flight attendant was now kept in 
use as long as possible. Pan American shortened its port time 
(the time before and after flights) from one and a half to one 
and a quarter hours. One American Airlines union official 
described the result of the speed-up: 

They rush us through the emergency briefing .... They're even 
briefing us on the buses getting out there. When you get on the 
plane, you just start counting all the food and everything and 
start loading passengers. They'll shut the door and pull away 
and we'll find we're twenty meals short. 

Now if we worked in an auto assembly line and the cars 
started to come down the line faster and faster we'd call it a 
speed-up. But on the airplane they give more passengers to the 
same crew. They ask us to do a liquor service and a dinner ser
vice in an hour, when it used to be an hour and a half ... and we 
do it. Now why is it we don't call that a speed-up? 

With deregulation of the airlines, the price of tickets 
dropped, and the "discount people" boarded in even larger 
numbers.t Aboard came more mothers with small children 
who leave behind nests of toys, gum wrappers, and food 
scraps, more elderly "white-knuckle flyers;' more people 
who don't know where the restrooms, the pillow, and the call 
button are, more people who wander around wanting to go 

* Companies are trying to eliminate "soft-time trips" and increase "hard-time 
trips." A hard-time trip is one on which the flight attendant puts in more than her 
projected daily quota of flying hours. On a soft-time trip she works below that 
quota. In cases where a flight attendants' union-as at American Airlines-has 
won the right to per diem pay for non flying time, the company is correspondingly 
eager to eliminate occasions on which the workers can use it. 

t In 1979, discount fares accounted for 37 percent of Delta's total domestic 
revenue from passenger service. 
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"downstairs." Experienced business commuters complain to 
flight attendants about the reduced standard ofliving in the 
air; or worse, they complain about less-experienced "dis
count" passengers, who in turn appeal to the flight attend
ant. The cruise ship has become a Greyhound bus. 

The companies could increase the number of flight at
tendants, as the unions have asked, to maintain the old ratio 
of workers to passengers. One union official for Pan Ameri
can calculated that "if we had the same ratio now that we had 
ten years ago we would need twenty flight attendants on 
board, but we get by with twelve or fourteen now." One rea
son the companies have not done this is that flight attend
ants cost more than they used to. With regulations that as
sured their removal at age thirty-one or at marriage, flight 
attendants used to be a reliable source of cheap labor. But 
since the unions have successfully challenged these regula
tions and also secured higher wages, the companies have 
chosen to work a smaller number of flight attendants much 
harder. While some flight attendants find it hard to refute 
the corporate logic, others continue to question why this fe
male labor was so cheap to begin with. 

In the early 1980s there has been a super speed-up. The 
vice-president for In-Flight Service at United Airlines ex
plained the economic background of this: "United has to 
compete for the travel market with low-cost, nonunion 
planes, with companies with lower overhead, who only lease 
planes-companies like PSA, Pacific Express, Air California." 
In response to this greater competition, United instituted its 
Friendship Express flights. After only a year and a half, such 
flights accounted for 23 percent of all United flights. 

On Friendship Express, the fares are lower, the service is 
minimal, and the seating is "high density." It is not unusual 
for a flight attendant to handle a thousand passengers a day. 
The ground time is limited to a maximum of twenty min
utes. (One United flight attendant said, "We don't send 
Friendship Express flights to St. Petersburg, Florida, be-
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cause with the number of wheelchair passengers there, we 
couldn't make our twenty minutes deboarding time.") With 
such limited ground time, four segments of travel can be 
squeezed into the time of three. There is no time to clean the 
cabin or replace supplies between trips: "If you're ten 
lunches short on the Friendship Express, well you're just out 
ten lunches. You have to live with the complaints." But the 
old ways of handling complaints are no longer available. 
Faced with disappointed passengers, the flight attendant 
can no longer give out free decks of cards or drinks. The 
main compensation for mishaps must be personal service
for which there is virtually no time. 

The recession has required United, like many airlines, to 
layoff baggage checkers, gate personnel, ticket personnel, 
and managers. Lines are longer. Mishaps multiply. There 
are more ruffled feathers to soothe, more emotion work to 
be done, but fewer workers to do it. The super speed-up has 
made it virtually impossible to deliver personal service. Even 
those who have long since abandoned that ideal-passen
gers as well as airline workers-find the system stressful. 

Management, however, sees no escape from the contra
dictory policy of trying to meet the demand for emotional 
labor while promoting conditions that cut off the supply. 
The companies worry that competitors may produce more 
personal service than they do, and so they continue to press 
for "genuinely friendly" service. But they feel compelled to 
keep the conveyor belt moving ever faster. For workers, the 
job of "enjoying the job" becomes harder and harder. Re
wards seem less intrinsic to the work, more a compensation 
for the arduousness of it. As one veteran of thirteen years 
with Pan Am put it: 

The company did, after all, pay relatively good salaries and give 
us free or reduced rates for air travel. There was a seniority 
system, so the longer you flew, the better most things got - vaca
tions and layovers got longer and more pleasant. The fact that 
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none of us was really happy on the job didn't matter-that 
wasn't why we were flying. We were flying for money, men, ad
venture, travel. But the job, the work on the plane, was the most 
strenuous, unrewarding, alienating concentration of house
work and waitress-type drudgery to be found anywhere. 

Before the speed-up, most workers sustained the cheerful 
good will that good service requires. They did so for the 
most part proudly; they supported the transmutation. After 
the speed-up, when asked to make personal human contact 
at an inhuman speed, they cut back on their emotion work 
and grew detached. 

RESPONSES TO THE CONTRADICTION 

The slowdown is a venerable tactic in the wars between in
dust rial labor and management. Those whose work is to of
fer "personalized service" may also stage a slowdown, but in 
a necessarily different way. Since their job is to act upon a 
commercial stage, under managerial directors, their protest 
may take the form of rebelling against the costumes, the 
script, and the general choreography. This sort of protest 
occurred in many airlines throughout the 1970s as flight at
tendants set up independent unions to name and give voice 
to their accumulated resentment and discontent.* 

For a decade now, flight attendants have quietly lodged a 
counterclaim to control over their own bodily appearance. 
Some crews, for example, staged "shoe-ins." ("Five of us at 
American just walked on the job in Famolares and the super
visor didn't say anything. After that we kept wearing them:') 
Others, individually or in groups, came to work wearing an 
extra piece of jewelry, a beard a trifle shaggier, a new perma
nent, or lighter make-up. Sometimes the struggle went 

• These unions have fought for many things: higher wages, more soft-time 
trips, better health and safety regulations, and larger crews. What is directly rele
vant here is that they have challenged company regulations affecting whole territo
ries of the body and its adornment, regulations on facial make-up, hairstyles, un
dergarments,jewelry, and shoe styles. 
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through the official machinery - a company "write up" of 
the offending worker, the filing of a grievance, and a negoti
ation between the company and the union. Sometimes, as in 
the case of body-weight regulations, the issue was taken to 
court. At other times a series of quietly received worker vic
tories was followed by a company crackdown. 

Workers have also-in varying degrees-reclaimed con
trol of their own smiles, and their facial expressions in gen
eral. According to Webster's Dictionary, "to smile" is "to have 
or take on a facial expression showing pleasure, amusement, 
affection, friendliness, irony, derision, etc., and characterized 
by an upward curving of the corners of the mouth and a 
sparkling of the eyes:' But in the flight attendant's work, 
smiling is separated from its usual function, which is to ex
press a personal feeling, and attached to another one-ex
pressing a company feeling. The company exhorts them to 
smile more, and "more sincerely," at an increasing number 
of passengers. The workers respond to the speed-up with a 
slowdown: they smile less broadly, with a quick release and 
no sparkle in the eyes, thus dimming the company's message 
to the people. It is a war of smiles. 

During a slowdown, it becomes possible to mention the 
personal cost of smiling too much. Workers worry about 
their "smile-lines." These lines are seen not as the accumu
lated evidence of personal character but as an occupational 
hazard, an undesirable sign of age incurred in the line of 
duty on a job that devalues age. 

The smile war has its veterans and its lore. I was told re
peatedly, and with great relish, the story of one smile-fighter's 
victory, which goes like this. A young businessman said to a 
flight attendant, "Why aren't you smiling?" She put her tray 
back on the food cart, looked him in the eye, and said, "I'll tell 
you what. You smile first, then I'll smile:' The businessman 
smiled at her. "Good;' she replied. "Now freeze, and hold that 
for fifteen hours:' Then she walked away. In one stroke, the 
heroine not only asserted a personal right to her facial ex-
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pressions but also reversed the roles in the company script by 
placing the mask on a member of the audience. She chal
lenged the company's right to imply, in its advertising, that 
passengers have a right to her smile. This passenger, of 
course, got more: an expression of her genuine feeling. 

The slowdown has met resistance from all quarters and 
not least from passengers who "misunderstand." Because 
nonstop smiling had become customary before the speed
up occurred, the absence of a smile is now cause for con
cern. * Some passengers simply feel cheated and consider 
unsmiling workers facial "loafers." Other passengers inter
pret the absence of a smile to indicate anger. As one worker 
put it: "When I don't smile, passengers assume I'm angry. 
But I'm not angry when I don't smile. I'm just not smiling." 
Such workers face the extra task, if they care to take it up, of 
convincing passengers that they are not angry. This may 
mean working extra hard at doing thoughtful deeds, as if to 
say, ''I'm as nice as they come, but you won't get what you 
expect from my face. Look for it in other ways:' 

The friction between company speed-up and worker 
slowdown extends beyond display to emotional labor. Many 
flight attendants recalled a personal breaking point. Here 
are three examples: 

I guess it was on a flight when a lady spat at me that I decided 
I'd had enough. I tried. God knows, I tried my damnedest. I 
went along with the program, I was being genuinely nice to 
people. But it didn't work. I reject what the company wants 
from me emotionally. The company wants me to bring the emo
tional part of me to work. I won't. 

The time I snapped was on a New York to Miami flight. On 
those flights, passengers want everything yesterday. There's a 
constant demand for free decks of cards. One woman fought 

* Even in normal times, less frequent smilers had to work at reassuring others 
that they were not cold or unkind just because they didn't smile more often. 
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for a free deck and groused when I told her we were all out. 
Finally I happened to see a deck under a seat, so I picked it up 
and brought it to her. She opened her purse and there were 
fifteen decks inside. 

I thought I'd heard them all. I had a lady tell me her doctor 
gave her a prescription for playing cards. I had a man ask me to 
tell the pilot to use the cockpit radio to reserve his Hertz car. I 
had a lady ask me if we gave enemas on board. But the time I 
finally cracked was when a lady just took her tea and threw it 
right on my arm. That was it. 

Workers who refuse to perform emotional labor are said 
to "go into robot." They withhold deep acting and retreat to 
surface acting. They pretend to be showing feeling. Some 
who take this stance openly protest the need to qmduct 
themselves in this way. "I'm not a robot," they say, meaning 
''I'll pretend, but I won't try to hide the fact that I'm pretend
ing:' Under the conditions of speed-up and slowdown, cov
ering up a lack of genuine feeling is no longer considered 
necessary. Half-heartedness has gone public. 

The new flight attendants' union at American, Pan 
American, and United has apparently decided -that their 
best strategy is to emphasize the crucial safety and rescue 
skills of their members and to give a lower priority to the 
issue of emotion work and personal service. The companies, 
on the other hand, continue to emphasize service as the key 
to beating out their competitors. Yet what the workers are 
withholding and what the companies are demanding are sel
dom talked about in clear or precise terms. As one flight at
tendant put it: 

I don't think anybody ever comes right out and says to her supe
rior, "I won't put my emotions into this job:' The superiors know 
that you don't want to, and you know what they want. And so we 
say a lot of things to each other that really don't convey what 
we're talking about at all. They talk about a "more positive atti-
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tude" and say you could have acted more positively. You say, 
"Well, I'll do better next time," but you think to yourself, ''I'll do 
it the same way next time:' 

Periodically, the companies tighten their service regula
tions. As one veteran put it: "The more the company sees the 
battle, the tougher they get with their regulations. They 
define them more precisely. They come up with more cate
gories and more definitions. And more emotionalizing. And 
then, in time, we reject them even more." 

Inevitably, a few workers will not close ranks and will insist 
on working even harder to serve passengers with genuinely 
sincere feeling. Some want to please in order to compensate 
for a "flaw" -such as age, fatness, or homosexuality-that 
they have been made to feel guilt about. * Some want revenge 
on certain co-workers. Some are professional "angels" to 
whom the company eagerly points as good examples. Under 
slowdown conditions, they become the "rate-busters" who are 
resented by other workers. 

One response to the slowdown, it is said, has been that 
companies have considered seeking cheaper labor by lower
ing the minimum age and educational requirements for new 
recruits. In another response, Pan American has shown in
terest in recruiting more Asian-American women. Accord
ing to company officials, Pan Am wants them "for their lan
guage skills." According to union members, it wants them for 
their reputed submissiveness, their willingness to perform 
emotional labor: "They would love nothing better than to 
get rid of us\and fill the plane with loving, submissive Japa
nese women. But for one thing, regulations prevent them 

* By some accounts, the company's play on our culture's devaluation of age in 
women made older female workers feel obliged to "make up" for their age by work
ing harder. There were some stories of direct harassment of older female flight at
tendants. One supervisor was reported to have asked a woman to take off her jacket 
and hold out her arms; he then remarked on the "unsightliness" of the flesh on the 
under side of her upper arms. Although the woman was personally distressed by this, 
another flight attendant and union official remarked: "They make us think age is a 
personal flaw. Actually, they just don't want to pay our pensions." 
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from going to Japan, so they go for Japanese-American 
women. And there the joke's on Pan Am. Those women are 
so used to being browbeaten that they are a lot tougher than 
we are." 

What is distinctive in the airline industry slowdown is the 
manner of protest and its locus. If a stage company were to 
protest against the director, the costume designer, and the au
thor of a play, the protest would almost certainly take the 
form of a strike - a total refusal to act. In the airline industry 
the play goes on, but the costumes are gradually altered, the 
script is shortened little by little, and the style of acting itself is 
changed-at the edge ofthe lips, in the cheek muscles, and in 
the mental activities that regulate what a smile means. 

The general effect of the speed-up on workers is stress. As 
one base manager at Delta frankly explained: "The job is 
getting harder, there's no question about it. We see more sick 
forms. We see more cases of situational depression. We see 
more alcoholism and drugs, more trouble sleeping and re
laxing:' The San Francisco base manager for United Air
lines commented: 

I'd say it's since 1978, when we got the Greyhound passengers, 
that we've had more problems with drug and alcohol abuse, 
more absenteeism, more complaints generally. 

It's mainly our junior flight attendants and those on re
serve-who never know when they will be called up-who have 
the most problems. The senior flight attendants can arrange to 
work with a friend in first class and avoid the Friendship Ex
press altogether. 

There are many specific sources of stress-notably, long 
shifts, disturbance in bodily rhythms, exposure to ozone, 
and continual social' contact with a fairly high element of 
predictability. But there is also a general source of stress, a 
thread woven through the whole work experience: the task 
of managing an estrangement between self and feeling and 
between self and display. 
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EMOTIONAL LABOR AND THE REDEFINED SELF 
A person who does emotional labor for a living must face 
three hard questions that do not confront others, the an
swers to which will determine how she defines her "self." 

The first one is this: How can I feel really identified with 
my work role and with the company without being fused 
with them? This question is especially salient for younger or 
less experienced workers (since their identities are less 
formed) and for women (since a woman is more often asked 
to identify with a man than vice versa). For these groups, the 
risk of identity confusion is generally greater. 

To address this issue successfully, the worker has to de
velop a working criterion for distinguishing between situa
tions that call on her to identify her self and situations that 
call on her to identify her role and its relation to the com
pany she works for. To resolve the issue, a worker has to de
velop the ability to "depersonalize" situations. For example, 
when a passenger complains about the deprivations of the 
Friendship Express, a flight attendant who cannot yet deper
sonalize takes it as a criticism of her own private shortcom
ings. Or when a passenger is delighted with the flight, such a 
worker takes the compliments as a reflection on her own spe
cial qualities. She would not, for example, take such a compli
ment as a sign that a strong union stand has improved the 
ratio of workers to passengers. She interprets events so that 
they easily reflect on her "true" self. Her self is large, and 
many events reflect on it. 

All companies, but especially paternalistic, nonunion 
ones, try as a matter of policy to fuse a sense of personal 
satisfaction with a sense of company well-being and identity. 
This often works well for awhile. Company emphasis on the 
sale of "natural niceness" makes it hard for new workers to 
separate the private from the public self, the "at-ease me" 
from the "worked-up me," and hard to define their job as 
one of acting. In a sense, the two selves are not estranged 
enough. Such workers do not have the wide repertoire of 
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deep acting techniques that would enable them to personal
ize or depersonalize an encounter at will. Without this adapt
ability, when things go wrong (as they frequently do), they 
are more often hurt, angered, or distressed. 

At some point the fusion of "real" and "acted" self will be 
tested by a crucial event. A continual series of situations bat
ter an unprotected ego as it gives to and receives from an 
assembly line of strangers. Often the test comes when a com
pany speed-up makes personal service impossible to deliver 
because the individual's personal self is too thinly parceled 
out to meet the demands made on it. At this point, it becomes 
harder and harder to keep the public and private selves 
fused. As a matter of self-protection, they are forced to di
vide. The worker wonders whether her smile and the emo
tionallabor that keeps it sincere are really hers. Do they really 
express a part of her? Or are they deliberately worked up and 
delivered on behalf of the company? Where inside her is the 
part that acts "on behalf of the company"? 

In resolving this issue, some workers conclude that only 
one self (usually the nonwork self) is the "real" self Others, 
and they are in the majority, will decide that each self is 
meaningful and real in its own different way and time. 
Those who see their identity in this way are more likely to be 
older, experienced, and married, and they tend to work for a 
company that draws less on the sense of fusion. Such workers 
are generally more adept at deep acting, and the idea of a 
separation between the two selves is not only acceptable but 
welcome to them. They speak more matter-of-factly about 
their emotional labor in clearly defined and sometimes 
mechanistic ways: "I get in gear, I get revved up, I get 
plugged in." They talk of their feelings not as spontaneous, 
natural occurrences but as objects they have learned to gov
ern and control. As one flight attendant, who had come to 
her own terms with this issue, explained: "If I wake up in a 
sunny mood, I spread it around to the crew and passengers. 
But if I wake up on the wrong side of the bed, all depressed, I 
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keep to myself on the flight until I'm out of it. The way I 
think of it, when I'm on, I'm out; when I'm down, I'm in." 

Yet workers who resolve the first issue often find them
selves brought up more sharply against a second one. While 
they have the skills of deep acting, they can't always bring 
themselves to use them. "How;' the second question goes, 
"can I use my capacities when I'm disconnected from those I 
am acting for?" Many flight attendants can't bring them
selves to think of the airplane cabin as their living room full 
of personal guests; it seems too much like a cabin full of 300 
demanding strangers. The closest they can come to a bow 
from the heart is to disguise their feelings through surface 
acting. Many of them want to do deep acting but cannot pull 
it off under speed-up conditions, and so they fall back on 
surface acting. 

For this reason, a new issue becomes central for them: 
whether one is "being phony." If a worker wants to put her 
heart into the work but can only lend her face to it, the risk 
for her lies in thinking of herself as "phony:' Among flight 
attendants, this word came up with surprising frequency. It 
was common to hear one worker disparage another for be
ing phony (for example, "She just laid it on in plastic"). But 
workers also seemed to fear that disparagement themselves; 
it was common to hear a sentence begin, "I'm not a phony, 
but. .. :' Talk about phoniness was serious because it was 
usually seen not merely as an instance of poor acting but as 
evidence of a personal moral flaw, almost a stigma.5 

Thus the third issue arises: "If I'm doing deep acting for 
an audience from whom I'm disconnected, how can I main
tain my self-esteem without becoming cynical?" There were 
those for whom the issue of phoniness-and self-esteem
was resolved by redefining the job. Although some blamed 
themselves for phoniness, others saw it as surface acting nec
essary and desirable in a job that positively calls for the crea
tion of an illusion. The editors of an unofficial flight attend
ants' newsletter, the Pan Am Quipper, described this stance 
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succinctly: "We deal in the illusion of good service. We want 
to make passengers think they are having a good time. It is 
dangerous to take any of the abuse seriously; it is dangerous 
to take the job too seriously. Quipper is about laughing it of£" 

To keep on working with a sense of honor a person has to 
stop taking the job seriously. On one side, hard experience 
forces the worker to associate less and less of herself with the 
job, while on the other side the job is whittled down to "main
taining an illusion." It is no longer the sincere smile or the 
person that is now "phony." What is phony is the "good time." 
And it is the work it takes to bring off the illusion of a "good 
time" that becomes the problem. It is as if the Quippers edi
tors, like the workers they speak for, are forced to say, appro
priately enough, "the job is the problem, not us." Then, for 
extra protection, there is the added message, "it's not serious 
not attached to us." 

When a worker is asked to do deep acting for a great many 
people who are totally out of her control, she is put on the 
defensive. The only way to salvage a sense of self-esteem, in 
this situation, is to define the job as "illusion making" and to 
remove the self from the job, to take it lightly, unseriously. 
Less of the job reflects on the self; the self is "smaller." But 
then so is the job. Neither the passenger nor the worker is 
really having "a good time." 

While some workers distance themselves from the job by 
defining it as "not serious;' others distance themselves from 
it in another way. For them, the job remains serious; but they 
are not seriously in it. When they cannot bring themselves to 
define phoniness (or surface acting) as either a necessary 
virtue or a feature of the job, they may "go into robot." They 
use their faces as masks against the world; they refuse to act. 
Most of those who "go into robot" describe it as a defense, 
but they acknowledge that it is inadequate: their withdrawal 
often irritates passengers, and when it does they are forced 
to withdraw even further in order to defend themselves 
against that irritation. In either case-whether she with-



136 Public Life 

draws by performing the work as if it were unserious or 
withdraws by not doing the emotional job at all- the worker 
is on the defensive. 

In relation to each issue, emotional labor poses a chal
lenge to a person's sense of sel£ In each case, the problem 
was not one that would cause much concern among those 
who do not do emotional labor- the assembly line worker or 
the wallpaper machine operator, for example. In each case, 
the issue of estrangement between what a person senses as 
her "true self" and her inner and outer acting becomes 
something to work out, to take a position on. 

When a flight attendant feels that her smile is "not an in
dication of how she really feels," or when she feels that her 
deep or surface acting is not meaningful, it is a sign that she 
is straining to disguise the failure of a more general trans
mutation. It indicates that emotion work now performed on 
a commercial stage, with commercial directors and stand
ardized props, is failing to involve the actors or convince the 
audience in a way that it once did. 

When feelings are successfully commercialized, the worker 
does not feel phony or alien; she feels somehow satisfied in 
how personal her service actually was. Deep acting is a help in 
doing this, not a source of estrangement. But when commer
cialization of feeling as a general process collapses into its sep
arate elements, display becomes hollow and emotional labor 
is withdrawn. The task becomes one of disguising the failed 
transmutation. In either case, whether proudly or resentfully, 
face and feelings have been used as instruments. An Ameri
can Airlines worker said: "Do you know what they call us 
when we get sick? Breakage. How's that for a 'positive atti
tude'? Breakage is what they call people that go to the com
plaint service to cancel for illness:' Or again, as a San Fran
cisco base manager at United remarked ruefully: "And we 
call them bodies. Do we have enough 'bodies' for the flight?" 
Feeling can become an instrument, but whose instrument? 



7 
BETWEEN THE TOE AND 

THE HEEL 
Jobs and Emotional Labor 

"Know Your Prices. Keep Smiling." 

- Sign in back hall, Italian restaurant 

"Create Alarm." 

-Sign in back room, collection agency 

The corporate world has a toe and a heel, and each per
forms a different function: one delivers a service, the other 
collects payment for it. When an organization seeks to create 
demand for a service and then deliver it, it uses the smile 
and the soft questioning voice. Behind this delivery display, 
the organization's worker is asked to feel sympathy, trust, 
and good will. On the other hand, when the organization 
seeks to collect money for what it has sold, its worker may be 
asked to use a grimace and the raised voice of command. 
Behind this collection display the worker is asked to feel dis
trust and sometimes positive bad will.* In each kind of dis-

* Some companies assign the function of debt collecting to outside agencies in 
order to preserve pleasant and morally satisfying associations with the company 
name. As the head of Delta's billing department explained: "We use eight or nine 
collection agencies around the country. No one initiates action in this office. We 
preferthatthe agency be the bad guy and Delta the nice guy." Just over 1 percent of 
Delta's customers do not pay their bills. After solicitation, some 40 percent pay, and 
a third ofthat goes to the collection agency. 
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play, the problem. for the worker becomes how to create and 
sustain the appropriate feeling. 

The reason for describing the polar extremes of emo
tionallabor, as represented by the flight attendant and the 
bill collector, is tlilat it can give us a better sense of the great 
variety of emotional tasks required by jobs that fall in be
tween. It can help us see how emotional labor distributes 
itself up and down the social classes and how parents can 
train children to do the emotional labor required by differ
ent jobs. And so, having examined the work of the flight at
tendant, we now take a look at the work of the bill collector. 

THE BILL COLLECTOR 

In some ways the jobs of the bill collector and the flight at
tendant are similar. Each represents an opposite pole of 
emotional labor. In a work-a-day sense, each job expands 
and contracts in response to economic conditions, though 
inversely: when times are bad the flight attendant has fewer 
passengers to cope with, but the bill collector has more 
debtors to pursue. Furthermore, in each job the worker must 
be attuned to the economic status of the customer. The 
flight attendant is asked to pay special attention to those who 
bring in the most money-businessmen whose companies 
carry contracts for first-class travel with the airline. The bill 
collector deals, of necessity, with those who bring in the least: 
"We can tell by the addresses that our debtors live in lower
income areas; they are poorer and younger" (Delta billing 
department chief). 

One striking difference between the two jobs lies in the 
area of training. Flight attendants are carefully recruited 
and given two to five weeks of intensive training (Delta re
quires four). In the particular collection agency I visited, the 
training was as follows: a young man with no experience was 
handed four albums of recorded "model" collection calls, 
briefed on the company's system of recording information, 
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asked to fill out a form to receive a state license, handed his 
job card to punch in, and seated with a bundle of accounts at 
a telephone - all in the space of an hour. Since little effort 
was made, through training or otherwise, to retain workers, 
the turnover was high. Those who had stayed with the work 
had probably learned skills in escalating aggression much 
earlier in life. And they had come to understand their own 
preferences. As one collector said, "I'd rather do eight hours 
of collecting than four hours of telephone sales. In tele
phone sales you've got to be nice no matter what, and lots of 
times I dout feel like being nice. To act enthusiastic is hard 
work for me." 

The project of the flight attendant is to enhance the cus
tomer's status, to heighten his or her importance. "The pas
senger may not always be right, but he's never wrong." Every 
act of service is an advertisement. In contrast, the final 
stages of bill collecting typically deflate the customer's status, 
as the collector works at wearing down the customer's pre
sumed resistance to paying. The collector may choose to ex
pand the act of nonpayment into evidence of the humiliating 
status of debtor by hinting that the customer is lazy and of 
low moral character. Conversations with bill collectors are 
notorious for such status deflation, which is why they often 
provoke hostility - us ually legal on one side and often physi
cal on the other. 

In the collection business, the stage setting and the rela
tions between actors are depersonalized and guarded from 
the very start. In contrast to flight attendants, who are gen
erally required to wear name tags on their uniforms, the col
lectors in the agency I studied were not allowed to use their 
real names. As one of them explained, "The agency worries 
that some of these debtors are hot-headed. They dout want 
them finding you." Unlike the passenger on board a plane, 
the debtor cannot-in the case of telephone collecting-see 
the collector's stage. Of course, the collector cannot see the 
debtor's stage either. As one collector noted wryly: "A 



140 Public Life 

woman might say, 'My husband handles these matters and 
he's at work.' He might be sitting right there on the couch 
drinking a beer. How do I know? I wish they'd get that tele
thing [visual phone]. But that would be just one more thing 
to collect on." 

Debtors who came to the office I studied-to deliver pay
ment checks by hand or to pick up personal belongings 
from secretly repossessed cars - found it guarded by two 
Great Danes, one tied by a chain downstairs and one in the 
office itself ("When I first went to work;' said one collector, 
"I asked if the dog bites. They said, 'Yeah, but you don't have 
to worry-it's just black people it bites.''') Offstage, and visi
ble only to the collectors, was a sign in the window, a prompt
ing card that read: "Catch your customer off guard. Control 
the conversation." 

Often the collector's first task is to trap the debtor into 
acknowledging his or her identity. The collector, who may 
give a false name, assumes that the debtor may try to avoid 
offering any name at all. By using the debtor's name in the 
opening sentence, especially in early morning calls when 
people may be off guard, the debtor may be trapped into 
admitting who he or she is.* 

This sours the encounter from the beginning, for the 
debtor quickly realizes the ground he has lost. "Occasionally 
the guy will just be nasty right from the start. He's just mad 
that he has acknowledged who he is before he knows who 
you are." It is easier if the collector talks fast. As one collector 
explained: "You identify the person, then identify yourself 
to them. Then you get right to the point, and make it real 
fast, like you've got to have the money tomorrow. Then you 
pause for a second. You try to catch them off guard. If you're 
too nice, believe me, they give you a hard time." 

* One woman collector said, 'This works especially well for me because they 
don't expect a woman to be a bill collector." A male collector reported a dilemma: 
"The boss tells us we have to make long-distance calls collect. Now why is someone 
going to accept a collect call from someone they don't know? When the phone bill 
comes up, I'll probably get fired." 
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The collector's next task is to adjust the degree of threat 
to the debtor's resistance. He or she learns how to do this 
largely by observing how others do it. For one collector, the 
other person was his employer: "He came out and screamed 
at the top of his lungs, 'I doTit care if it's Christmas or what 
goddamn holiday! You tell those people to get that money 
in!'" Although this employer favored a rapid escalation of 
the threat to get a smaller amount of money sooner and 
move on to new accounts, his workers generally preferred 
the "soft collect." By taking more time to get to the point, 
they felt they could offer the debtor an opening gift - the 
benefit of the doubt, and a hint that matters of time and 
amount might be negotiable-in return for which the 
debtor could offer compliance in good faith. At this stage, 
and especially with new debtors, the collector often spoke in 
the collaborative we, as in "Let's see how we can clear this up." 
Sometimes the agency collector verbally set himself apart 
from the company seeking payment, as in "Look, let's see 
what we can settle now. Otherwise they will be writing you 
again in a week." 

Like the flight attendant, the bill collector observes feel
ing rules. For the flight attendant, trust must not give way 
too easily to suspicion, and so she is encouraged to think of 
passengers as guests or as children. The collector, on the 
other hand, must not let suspicion give way too easily to 
trust, and so signs of truth-telling, small clues to veracity, 
become important. One experienced collector said, "I come 
down faster [on debtors] than a rookie would because I see 
the signs faster." He continued: 

Now a guy who takes time to write letters to the company is 
probably telling you the truth. But the guy who doesn't ever say 
anything until I finally find him and then all of a sudden he 
starts bitching about the merchandise - him I wonder about. 
Or he says, "I lost my money order receipt." That's always a good 
one. Or "I didn't keep my canceled check:' 
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Another sign of truth-telling is the debtor's outright admis
sion of a debt owed: 

I give a lot of people a break. People tell you right out, "I haven't 
been working. I don't have the money. What do you want me to 
do?" And I say, "Okay, here's what I'll do for you." Say they owe 
five hundred dollars. I say, "Okay, send it in twenties and that 
will give you some time. If you don't send in anything, they're 
going to send you a letter in a week." 

Sometimes in the course of deciding whether to trust the 
debtor, the bill collector may develop doubt about the truth 
of the creditor's claims. Thus a person who tried to collect 
money for ABC Diapers reported: 

ABC would say they got back a load that was forty-four diapers 
short, so they'd charge the customer 75 cents per missing dia
per. But all the customers say they didn't keep any diapers. The 
world would be filled with diapers if they could find all those 
missing ones. ABC must have got people thinking that they're 
counting out the diapers. But they don't deliver the right num
ber to start with. When every account with ABC Diapers has a 
problem, I side with the customers. But I don't dare say that to 
the boss. 

The bill collector, unlike the flight attendant, is not asked 
to believe the claims of the agency or the corporate client on 
whose behalf money is collected, even though such belief 
makes the work easier. One woman recalled: 

I worked for one of those matchbook schools-you know, the 
schools advertised on the back of matchbooks. It was called Ca- . 
reer Academy. They had eleven schools throughout the United . 
States, but they were on their way down the tubes and for that 
reason took me with no experience and made me assistant 
manager [ajob that included billing]. They taught things like 
how to run a charge card through a machine, and gave degrees 
for it. They said they were going to make famous radio broad
casters out of guys from the boondocks that stuttered .... It was 
mainly poor blacks who borrowed money to take the course. 
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The delinquency rate [among borrowers] was 50 percent. No 
one who graduated from the school could get a job in radio 
broadcasting. So how's a guy going to pay his debt? 

This collector was not asked to "believe in the company." Her 
task was to maintain a cynical distance from it while still 
working on its behalf 

Even if a collector trusts the debtor, there remains the 
question of how sympathetic to be. In the training of flight 
attendants, the analogies to guest and child are used to am
plify feelings of empathy and sympathy. In the work of bill 
collectors, the analogies to "loafer" and "cheat" are invoked 
to curtail those feelings when they would interfere with col
lecting. As one collector confessed: "It's mostly poor people 
we go after. In this business I believe most people are hon
est, and unless they have a serious complaint about the ser
vice or something, they'll try and pay. Now if my boss heard 
me say that, he'd fire me for sure because I'm supposed to as
sume that all these people are out to get us." 

If payment is not securely arranged after two or three calls, 
the collector may get rough. The debtor's "excuse for not pay
ing" may now be called "a lie;' a deception that the collector 
had known about all along but had pretended not to see out 
of politeness. As one collector described the process: 

You look at the card on this guy. You see that he's promised 
things and promised things, and once said he lost your address 
when you know it's right in the phone book. So you say, "This is 
So and So with the Collection Center, Mr. Smith;' and maybe 
he'll start off real nice. So you say, "Well, what about this?" And 
he'll say, "You mean you haven't gotten that yet? I can't under
stand it. Maybe my wife didn't mail it- I gave it to her to mail." 
Then you start getting tough. You say, "Well, it's getting just a 
little bit tiresome to keep hearing this stufE I don't want you to 
take a chance with these risky mails anymore. I want you in this 
office today with the money." Then he'll really let you have it. 

Whereas a flight attendant is encouraged to elevate the 
passenger's status by lowering her own, a bill collector is 
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given permission to puffhimselfup, to take the upper hand 
and exercise a certain license in dealing with others. One 
collector who disavowed such posturing himself claimed 
that it was common in other agencies he had worked for: "A 
lot of these collectors just yell at people like they're taking 
something out on them. A lot of them get to feel like they're 
big shots." 

Some California bill collectors complained bitterly that 
they are forbidden by the State Civil Code to swear at 
debtors (Article 2, sec. 1788.11). As one put it, "I can hang up. 
I just can't swear. It's hard sometimes when they're calling 
you every name in the book." Yet they spoke of finding other 
effective ways to insult and coerce debtors. 

The debtors, on the other hand, sometimes reacted by de
fensively withholding their names from the collector in or
der to protect at least their names from indignity: 

COLLECTOR: Your name is what? 
DEBTOR: V. Miller. 
COLLECTOR: How do you spell that first name? 
DEBTOR: Just v. You may call me V. 

Efforts like this may incite the collector to work even harder 
at downgrading the debtor's status. 

A bill collector may accuse the debtor of being a liar, a 
cheat, or a "welfare bum." When he does, the debtor may 
become upset and agitated and may vigorously assert his or 
her own dignity. But such a defense, in the midst of what is 
after all a commerical and not a personal transaction, may 
be discounted, as it was by this collector: 

Yesterday I had a good case; some people owe Kahn's Piano 
Rental $370. The woman says the company delivered the piano 
but forgot to deliver the stool. [She withheld full payment be
cause of this.] The second time I called I got the woman. The 
first thing she insists is, "I'll have you know I'm a schoolteacher 
and a principal." These are black people. I don't really care. I 
care about the piano, and the stool. ... She tells me, "We're rent-
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ing the piano for our daughter who takes piano lessons." And I 
said, "Well then, I imagine you'd need a piano:' She got herself 
all worked up and I couldn't get in. She tells me, "We paid $60 to 
get a custom-made stool." [Looking at my records] I said, 
"What's the name of this attorney of yours? I'll call him:' She 
says, "Most of our friends are attorneys." So she really read me 
the riot act, and I said I'd better hang up. She said, "You started 
with me, you finish this with me." I said, "I started with your 
husband;' and she said, "You're going to start it and end it with 
me." I said, "Lady, this is an absolutely ridiculous conversation. 
You have your husband call. Good day!" And I just slammed the 
phone down on the hook. 

Beneath the argument over what was owed to Kahn's Pi
ano Rental, another dialogue was going on. The debtor was 
asking, in effect: "Will you accept my version of myself as an 
honest and generally middle-class sort of person, the sort of 
person who heads a school, has lawyer friends, and offers 
her daughter cultural advantages like piano lessons? Ac
cepting that, won't you listen to and believe my story instead 
of Kahn's?" What maddens the debtor, when the answer to 
these implied questions is No, is the assumption that she has 
lied and also the rejection of her class and family credentials 
for being a truthful and well-intentioned customer who has 
been treated unfairly. By sticking to the piano and the stool 
but ignoring the social story, and thus withholding empathy, 
the collector forces the debtor to pay not only in cash but in 
moral standing. 

Even collectors who avoid rudeness or aggression know 
that such behavior is approved of in others. Indeed, what 
would be a dreaded "onion letter" for the flight attendant 
wins a congratulatory slap on the back in many collection 
agencies. As the collector in the piano rental case remarked: 
"So today I came in and the boss was laughing and said, 'We 
had a complaint on you today.' I guess that woman called the 
piano company and screamed about me for twenty minutes. 
That's what's nice about this business. They'll just laugh and 
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pat me on the back. Now in what other business would I have 
it like that?" 

The rule in this agency was to be aggressive. One novice 
said: "My boss comes into my office and says, 'Can't you get 
madder than that?' 'Create alarm!' -that's what my boss 
says." Like an army sergeant, the boss sometimes said his em
ployees were "not men" unless they mustered up a proper 
degree of open outrage: "My boss, he hollers at me. He says, 
'Can't you be a man?' Today I told him, 'Can't you give me 
some credit for just being a human being?" 

Debtors who are pushed hard by collectors who are un
der this sort of pressure sometimes threaten violence. The 
task of the collectors then becomes distinguishing genuine 
threat from bluff. As one of them recalled: "They say they're 
going to come down here and blow your head off. I don't 
think that kind of threat is real. It's just that they're so angry. 
You know, these black men can get real angry. But I know 
one woman who went outside to talk to some guy; he had a 
friend with him and they roughed her up. She wasn't hurt, 
just scared." Agencies vary in how much aggression on any
one's part they tolerate. More reputable agencies focus on 
helping the debtor "clear up" a situation and characterize 
abusive collectors as simply "overaggressive." In the agency I 
studied, however, open aggression was the official policy for 
wringing money out of debtors. 

Both flight attendants and bill collectors are probably at
tracted to their jobs because they already have the personal 
qualities required to do the job. Among flight attendants the 
presence of these qualities is largely assured by careful com
pany screening, and among bill collectors it is assured by the 
high turnover rate-those who dislike the work soon quit. In 
both jobs, workers often speak of having to curb their feelings 
in order to perform. In both, supervisors enforce and moni
tor that curbing, and the curbing is often a personal strain. 

Like the flight attendant, the bill collector handles cus
tomers but from a totally different viewpoint, for a different 
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purpose, and with a very different form of display and emo
tionallabor. The flight attendant sells and delivers a service, 
enhances the customer's status, and induces liking and trust 
in the customer, who is seen as a guest in a home. Here, at the 
toe of the corporate system, sincere warmth is the product, 
and surliness and indifference are the problem. At the heel, 
however, money is owing, and it must be extracted even if 
the customer must be wrung dry of self-respect. In the later 
stages of the collection game, sincere suspicion is appropri
ate, and warmth and friendliness are the problem. Misfits in 
each job might do magnificently in the other. In 
each case the display is backed up by emotional labor, which is 
supported by imaginary stories-of guests in a personal Ii v
ing room or oflazy imposters lounging amid stolen goods. 

Workers in both jobs are vulnerable to a company speed
up. The boss who wants more collections per hour makes it 
harder for the bill collector to slip behind the occupational 
front lines and work out a private deal on good faith. When 
he presses the principle that "time is money," he robs the 
collector of the only thing he or she can offer in return for 
cooperation - time. He reduces opportunities for choosing 
between the "hard" and the "soft" approach. For both the 
flight attendant and the bill collector, a speed-up makes it 
harder to handle people personally. 

JOBS AND EMOTIONAL LABOR 

Between the extremes of flight attendant and bill collector 
lie many jobs that call for emotional labor. Jobs of this type 
have three characteristics in common. First, they require 
face-to-face or voice-to-voice contact with the public. Sec
ond, they require the worker to produce an emotional state 
in another person - gratitude or fear, for example. Third, 
they allow the employer, through training and supervision, 
to exercise a degree of control over the emotional activities 
of employees. 
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Within a given occupational category, these characteristics 
will be found in some jobs but not in others.* For example, the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics puts both "diplomat" and "mathe
matician" in the "professional" category, yet the emotional la
bor of a diplomat is crucial to his work whereas that of a 
mathematician is not. Within the category of "clerical work
ers" we find some who display their emotional dispositions as 
company emblems and do so by face-to-face contact, produc
ing a desired emotional state in others in ways that superiors 
legitimately monitor. But we also find others whose only con
tact is with envelopes, letters, and manila folders. Certain 
waiters in certain restaurants perform emotional labor, but 
others do not. In some hospitals and some nursing homes, 
some nurses do emotional labor and some do not. 

Many secretaries, of course, perform emotional labor, and 
even those who do not perform it understand very well that 
it is 'Job relevant." A manual for the legal secretarial profes
sion advised recruits in 1974: "You are pleasant even under 
strain. More executives hire secretaries for pleasant disposi
tions than for good looks. As one of them put it: 'I need a 
secretary who can stay cheerful even when I get grouchy, 
work piles up, and everything else goes wrong:"l There is 
only one listing for "secretary" in the Dictionary of Occupa
tional Titles. But there are many different office atmo
spheres in which secretaries work, and some are more de
manding of emotional labor than others. Even the same 
office workers, when placed under a new boss with a differ
ent philosophy of office management, can see changes in 
the amount of emotional labor required of them. Between 
the "what" and the "how" of typing a letter lies the line be
tween technical and emotional labor. 

* Certain features of work not mentioned in job descriptions - such as incen
tive systems that join self-interest to worked-on display and feeling-may be espe
cially successful in promoting emotional labor. Salespersons working on commis
sion are a prime example. In the absence of clear self-interest, close supervision 
probably helps foster emotional labor most of all. 
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Sometimes companies devise ways of making sure that 
workers do their emotional labor properly. A striking exam
ple was reported in the St. Petersburg Times of April 17, 1982, 
under the column head "A Grumpy Winn-Dixie Clerk 
Could Make You a Dollar Richer": "The cashiers at six St. 
Petersburg and Pinellas Park Winn-Dixie stores are wearing 
dollar bills pinned to their uniforms these days. It's all part 
of a company courtesy campaign. If the cashier doesn't come 
up with a friendly greeting and a sincere thank you, the cus
tomer is supposed to get a dollar. And a cashier who gives 
away too many of the store's dollars may wind up with a lec
ture from the boss." 

Winn-Dixie promised a free dollar to all cashiers who 
finished the two-week experiment with a perfect record and 
announced that recognition pins would be awarded to the 
most courteous cashier at each of its six stores. In addition, 
all Winn-Dixie stores gave customers leaflets bearing the 
following meassage: 

TO OUR CUSTOMERS 
To insure that you as a valued customer receive proper cour

tesy and service we have reviewed our courtesy and service pro
grams with all employees. Some of the basic courtesy and ser
vice elements you should expect to receive on each visit to a 
Winn-Dixie store are: 

1. Sincere greeting when you are being checked out. 

2. Fast, efficient check-out of your order with the cashier giving 
you, the customer, complete attention. 

3. Proper bagging of your purchases. 

4. Efficient and proper handling of your cash, checks, coupons, 
food stamps, etc. 

5. Sincere "Thank You for Shopping Winn-Dixie:' 

If for some unknown reason we might have employed a dis
courteous or rude employee, we ask that you report the incident 
to the front-end manager in charge or write to the Division 
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Manager, Winn-Dixie Stores, P.o. Box 440, Tampa, Florida 
33601. 

An investigation will be made and proper corrective action 
will be taken to insure that you receive courteous service in the 
future. 

Thank you for being a most valued customer ofWinn-Dixie. 

It would be hard to make a more explicit statement of the 
customer's right to a sincere greeting and a sincere thank 
you, and hard to find a clearer expression of the view that 
display work and emotion work are part of a job. 

By talking to customers about this promotion being a com
mercial gimmick, the cashiers laid claim to a personal sincer
ity. As one cashier said to a customer, "I don't know why [the 
company] did this. They didn't have to. I'm really friendly 
anyway." By distinguishing her own sincerity from the vari
ety being advertised as for sale, she seems to offer in-spite
of-the-job sincerity. But of course, we may think, it's her job 
to do that, too. 

Cashiers and salespeople may have to produce short 
bursts of niceness many times a day. They seldom get a 
chance to know anyone customer very well for very long. 
But there are other jobs that call for longer and deeper rela
tions with clients. Psychiatrists, social workers, and ministers, 
for example, are expected to feel concern, to empathize, and 
yet to avoid "too much" liking or disliking. As Sandy, a drop
out social worker in the film A Thousand Clowns, commented: 
"I spent a long time understanding Raymond. And once I 
understood him, I hated him, and he's only nine years old. 
Some cases I love and some cases I hate, and that's all wrong 
for my work." 

Parents have different expectations about what a day-care 
provider should feel. Some want sympathetic interest in "ed
ucational experiences." Others want warmth and physical 
nurturing for their children. Still others want full emotional 
substitutes for themselves and therefore place deeper de
mands on the day-care provider. In this case, especially, of-
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ferings and expectations may not match: "After Timmy's 
mother told me she'd made another day-care arrangement, 
closer to her house, I had a long talk with her, and I began to 
realize that she expected me to be real upset that Timmy was 
leaving. I miss him, you know, but I wasn't that upset about it. 
They picked him up at my house at 5:30 every day. It's ajob, 
after all." 

Doctors, in treating bodies, also treat feelings about 
bodies, and even patients who are used to impersonal treat
ment often feel disappointed if the doctor doesn't seem to 
care enough. It is sometimes the doctor's job to present 
alarming information to the patient and to help the patient 
manage feelings about that. In general, the doctor is trained 
to show a kindly, trusting concern for the patient. Ideally, he 
is both trusted and trusting, but sometimes trust may break 
down on both sides, as this doctor's story indicates: 

I worked for a company for twenty years. Some employees 
would come in to see me and swear that they'd developed a 
backache on the job when I couldn't be sure they hadn't got it at 
home. I didn't want to seem suspicious, but a lot of the time I 
was. Then patients that had really injured themselves on the job 
would want to go off and have their own doctor take care of 
them and have it paid for by the company. You're not supposed 
to see patients as swindlers and cheats, but I had a hard time 
with that sometimes, because they didn't treat me like a doctor. 

Lawyers, like doctors, have face-to-face or voice-to-voice 
contact with clients in whom they try to produce an emo
tional state. Divorce lawyers, for instance, must try to induce 
calmness in angry and despairing clients, who may want to 
escalate instead of conclude a battle over money, property, 
and children. Other lawyers, like those who specialize in 
wills, may find themselves drawn into becoming the client's 
mouthpiece in family intrigues, with uncomfortable results: 

When you do inheritance work, you're often dealing with 
wealthy people who want to keep their kids in line. They want to 
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pass the money on, but at the same time they want to keep con
trol. Often I'll be asked things like, "Jim, I think you'd be the 
best person to talk to my daughter. She'd listen to you." Then I'll 
have to lay down some line even when I think it's grossly unfair. 
And then the kid gets upset with me. 

In the process of being insinuated into family relations, the 
lawyer risks becoming the butt of someone's anger, while 
at the same time he must maintain the trust of everyone 
involved. 

Although a salesman is not as likely to be drawn into fam
ily matters, he or she very much shares the task of establish
ing trust among clients, and this may call for either deep or 
surface acting. In a Communication Style Workshop, Corn
ing Glass salesmen were asked to distinguish between such 
styles of communication as "Advocating" and "Analyzing." 
(Advocating styles are assertive and responsive, while those 
with an analyzing style are reserved and nonassertive.) In a 
section entitled "Trust," the workshop manual treats the 
problem of how salespeople can prevent such things as a 
person with an "analyzing style" from distrusting a person 
with an "advocating style": 

Advocating style people may come across to others-especially 
analyzing style people-as being unreliable. This is because they 
tend to deal with life more light heartedly than other styles. 
They are busy, active people who make promises easily. Others 
wonder if they will really come through. To neutralize this eval
uative perception, one must try to be more patient and serious. 
It will help to listen more carefully and take notes .... (Com
munication Style Workshop) 

The end is to get the client to trust the salesman, to "neutral
ize" the client's suspicion. This can be done either by surface 
acting-seeming to be more patient and serious-or by the 
deep act of becoming more patient and serious, which makes 
the act of "seeming" unnecessary. In either case, the worker 
faces an emotional requirement of the job (winning trust) 
and presumes he can work on himself so as to meet it. 
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It should be noted that although the social worker, the 
day-care provider, the doctor, and the lawyer have personal 
contact and try to affect the emotional states of others, they 
do not work with an emotion supervisor immediately on 
hand. Rather, they supervise their own emotional labor by 
considering informal professional norms and client expec
tations. So their jobs, like many others, fill only two of our 
three criteria. 

How many workers, in all, have jobs that require emo
tionallabor? Only by asking workers what they actually do, 
and asking employers what they actually expect from a 
worker, could we possibly begin to answer witlTany specific
ity; after all, the sort of work that really attache; to a specific 
job becomes apparent only in the shaping of expectations on 
the spot. But a reasonable estimate, based on the data in Ap
pendix C, is that jobs involving emotional labor are held by 
over one-third of all workers in the United States. 

This means that one-third of all workers experience a di
mension of work that is seldom recognized, rarely honored, 
and almost never taken into account by employers as a source 
of on-the-job stress. For these workers, emotion work, feeling 
rules, and social exchange have been removed from the pri
vate domain and placed in a public one, where they are pro
cessed, standardized, and subjected to hierarchical control. 
Taken as a whole, these emotional laborers make possible a 
public life in which millions of people daily have fairly trust
ing and pleasant transactions with total or nearly total stran
gers. Were our good will strictly confined to persons we know 
in private life, were our offerings of civility or empathy not so 
widely spread out and our feelings not professionalized, 
surely public life would be profoundly different. 

SOCIAL CLASS AND EMOTIONAL LABOR 

There are jobs at every socioeconomic level that place emo
tional burdens on the worker, but these burdens may have little 
to do with the performance of emotional labor. Among the 
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lower classes, where work is often deskilled and boring and 
the work process beyond the worker's control, the emotional 
task is often to suppress feelings of frustration, anger, or 
fear-and often to suppress feelings of any sort. This can be a 
terrible burden, but it is not in itself emotional labor. Factory 
workers, truck drivers, farmers and fishermen, forklift opera
tors, plumbers and bricklayers, chambermaids in transient 
hotels, and backroom laundry workers do not on the whole 
have their personalities as engaged, their sociability as used, 
and their emotion work as closely subjected to occupational 
strictures as the flight attendant and the bill collector. 

A steelworker describes his work: "I put on my hard hat, 
change into my safety shoes, put on my safety glasses, go to 
the bonderizer. It's the thing I work on. They rake the metal, 
they wash it, they dip it in a paint solution, and we take it off. 
Put it on, take it off, put it on, take it of£"2 In such work there is 
little face-to-face or voice-to-voice contact, no premium on 
producing an emotional state in another, and no company 
concern over details of how the worker manages his feelings. 
He may repress his feelings in order to focus steadily on the 
task at hand, and at his lunch break he may observe his bud
dies' rules about what sort of sexual jokes are funny, but what 
he produces is washed and dipped metal, not processed feel
ings. Again, the steelworker who "walks the irons" hundreds 
of feet in the air, the parachutist, the race driver, and the 
truck driver who handles explosive cargo all have the work of 
suppressing fear. But their emotion work is a consequence of 
practical, not emotional, demands on their time and energy. 
It is not directed toward other people, nor can the result of it 
be judged by the state of other people's feelings. 

Similarly, in the hinterlands of the middle class, the land 
of the flight attendant and the bill collector, the question of 
how work affects the worker's feelings is far broader than 
the question of whether that work calls for emotional labor. 
At this socioeconomic level, there are many workers who, in 
promoting a product or a company, transform their show of 
personality into a symbol of the company, a clue to the na-
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ture of its product. These workers are seldom important de
cision-makers, but in one way or another they represent the 
decision-makers-not simply in how they look or what they 
say but in how, emotionally speaking, they seem. The adver
tising maxim "Never sell what you don't believe in" calls for 
an act of faith. But since middle-level workers who service, 
sell, and persuade don't earn as much as their bosses do, they 
are less likely to be, in a sense, really sold. They are more 
likely to see emotional labor as no more than work and to be 
better at counting its costs. 

Still higher up are the big corporate decision-makers. For 
them, political, religious, and philosophic beliefs become 
more 'Job relevant," and the ties between self and work are 
many and diffuse.3 Here years of training and experience, 
mixed with a daily carrot-and-stick discipline, conspire to 
push corporate feeling rules further and further away from 
self-awareness. Eventually, these rules about how to see 
things and how to feel about them come to seem "natural," a 
part of one's personality. The longer the employment and 
the more rewarding the work in terms of interest, power, and 
pay, the truer this becomes. 

At the very top of the upper class are the tycoons, the impe
rial decision-makers. They assume the privilege of personally 
setting the informal rules to which underlings eagerly attune 
themselves, rules designed to suit their own personal disposi
tions. Their notions of what is funny, what to beware of, how 
grateful to feel, and how hostile one should be to outsiders 
will become an official culture for their top employees. This is 
more than the license to indulge emotional idiosyncrasy, for 
the idiosyncrasies of the powerless can be happily ignored. It 
is a subtle and pervasive way of dominating through the en
forcement of latent feeling rules for subordinates. Interest
ingly enough, at the other extreme of the class ladder employ
ees may enjoy almost complete freedom from feeling rules, 
although they have no right to set them for others. They en
joy the license of the dispossessed. 

To sum up,jobs that place a burden on feelings are com-
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mon in all classes, which is one reason why work is defined as 
work and not play. But emotional labor occurs only in jobs 
that require personal contact with the public, the produc
tion of a state of mind in others, and (except in the true pro
fessions) the monitoring of emotional labor by supervisors.* 
There are probably fewer jobs of this sort-which call for a 
real transmutation of emotional life-in the lower and 
working classes. (The Park Avenue hotel doorman, the 
chambermaid in an upper-class hotel that serves a stable cli
entele, and the prostitute would be among the few excep
tions.) The great majority of emotional laborers have jobs 
that place them in the middle class. 

THE FAMILY: TRAINING GROUND 
FOR THE TRANSMUTATION 

What a person does at work may bear an uncanny resem
blance to the 'job description" of being the child of such a 
worker at home. Big emotion workers tend to raise little ones. 
Mothers and fathers teach children letters and numbers and 
manners and a world view, but they also teach them which 
zone of the self will later be addressed by rules of work. As 
research on this topic suggests, working-class parents prepare 
the child to be controlled more by rules that apply to overt 
behavior whereas middle-class parents prepare them to be 
governed more by rules that apply to feelings. 4 

From his study of British middle-class and working-class 
families, the sociolinguist Basil Bernstein draws a distinction 
between two types of "family control system," the positional 
and the personal. 

In the positional control system, clear and format rules 
determine who gets to decide what and who gets to do what. 
The right to make rules is based on formal attributes, such 
as age, sex, and parenthood. A "positional family" is not nec-

* It is mainly in these jobs, where deep and surface acting form an important parI 
of the work, that hating the job can prevent one from doing the job well. 
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essarily authoritarian or emotionally cold; it simply bases 
authority on impersonally assigned status and not on per
sonal feelings. Positional appeals, therefore, are appeals to 
impersonally assigned status. For example, to her son who 
keeps saying he wants to play with a doll, a mother might 
appeal to sex status: "Little boys don't play with dolls, dolls 
are for your sister; here, take the drum instead." 

In the personal control system, what matters far more 
than formal status is the feelings of parent and child. Par
ents back up their appeals by such statements as "because it 
would mean a lot to me" or "because I'm very tired:' Appeals 
are also aimed at the child's feelings. A mother using per
sonal control in the situation above might say: "Why do you 
want to play with the doll? They're so boring. Why not play 
with the drum?" In positional families, control works against 
the child's will. In personal families, control works through 
that will. Thus a child who says "I don't want to kiss 
grandpa-why must I kiss him always?" will be answered in 
different ways. Positional: "Children kiss their grandpa," 
and "He's not well-I don't want any of your nonsense." Per
sonal: "I know you don't like kissing Grandpa, but he's un
well and he's very fond of you." 5 

In the personal family, Bernstein notes, the child appears 
to have a choice. If the child questions a rule invoked by the 
parent, the situation is further explained and the alterna
tives more clearly elaborated. Given the situation and the 
explanation, the child chooses to observe the rule. But in the 
positional family, the child is told to act according to a rule, 
and any questioning of it is answered by an appeal to immu
table status: "Why? Because I'm your mother, and I say so:' 
The personal child is persuaded to choose the right course of 
action and persuaded to see and feel about it in the right 
way.6 The positional child is told what to do and asked to ac
cept the legitimacy of the order. 

Working-class families are generally more positional, 
Bernstein says, and middle-class families more personal. 
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Similarly, Melvin Kohn in his Class and Conformity (1977) 
finds middle-class parents more likely to sanction what they 
later infer to be a child's feeling and intent whereas working
class parents are more likely to sanction behavior itself.* A 
middle-class mother is far more likely to punish her son for 
losing his temper than for engaging in wild and disruptive 
physical play. His loss of temper, not his wild play, is what is 
intolerable.' 

The middle-class child seems to be especially subject to 
three messages. The first is that the feelings of superiors are 
important. Feeling is tied to power and authority because it 
is the reason adults often give for the decisions they make. 
The child grows sensitive to feeling and learns to read it 
well. The second is that a child's own feelings are important. 
Feelings are worth paying attention to and can be honored 
as reasons for doing or not doing something. The middle
class child's own sense of power is tied more closely to feeling 
than to external display.t The third is that feelings are 
meant to be managed-monitored, sanctioned, and con
trolled. Thus when Timmy spills ink on the new rug, he will 
be punished less for damaging the rug than for doing it in 
anger. His transgression lies in not managing his anger. 

It seems, then, that middle-class children are more likely 
to be asked to shape their feelings according to the rules 
they are made aware of At the very least, they learn that it is 
important to know how to manage feeling. In a sense, the 

* A child asked to "love Aunt Hilda" might rebel by refusing to love Aunt 
Hilda. The child asked to feel ambitious and "love school" might rebel by hating 
school and disdaining success. R. D. Laing in his Politics of the Family (1971) draws 
attention to this middle-class "internal" mode of control by showing how parents 
and psychiatrists set feeling rules and how children and patients rebel against 
them. If authority in the middle class is more expressed through feeling rules and 
emotion management-if it is more through these than through rules of outer 
behavior that we are governed-then we would do well to examine, as Laing does, 
rebellion as rebellion against dictates in this realm. 

t One latent message in the free-school education of the 1960s, designed al
most exclusively for middle-class students, was that personal feelings are near
sacred objects of attention and deserve frequent and detailed discussion. See 
Swidler (1979). 



Between the Toe and the Heel 159 

true middle-class lesson may be set forth not in Benjamin 
Spock's Baby and Child Care but in Constantin Stanislavski's 
An Actor Prepares (1948)-for it is through the art of deep 
acting that we make feelings into instruments we can use. 

In reviewing this research on the family, I have frequently 
used the terms "middle-class child" and "working-class 
child," but I do not mean to suggest that one is trained to do 
emotional labor and the other is not. Middle-class parents 
whose jobs do not involve public contact may train their chil
dren to accept positional authority, and lower-class parents 
whose jobs do involve public contact may train their chil
dren to accept personal authority.8 More precisely, the class 
messages that parents pass on to their children may be 
roughly as follows. Middle class: "Your feelings count be
cause you are (or will be) considered important by others:' 
Lower class: "Your feelings don't count because you aren't 
(or won't be) considered important by others:' 

Cutting across the class messages may be other messages 
about emotional labor. The two main ones would be as fol
lows. "Learn to manage your feelings, and learn to attune 
yourself to feeling rules because doing this well will get you 
places" (emotional-labor occupations). And "Learn to man
age your behavior because that is all the company will ask of 
you" (nonemotional-labor occupations). Upper-class par
ents doing emotional labor may combine the messages "Your 
feelings are important" and "Learn to manage them well" 
whereas lower-class emotional laborers may stress only the 
"Manage them well." Conversely, upper-class parents who do 
not specialize in emotional labor may emphasize "Your feel
ings matter" without stressing "Manage them well." And 
lower-class parents doing physical or technical work may see 
no relevance in either message. 

How feelings are dealt with in families may be deter
mined not so much by social class as by the overall design of 
emotional labor, which is itself only loosely related to social 
class. Further, in our society the personal control system ex-
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tends far beyond the family; it operates, for example, in 
schools that stress the development of autonomy and emo
tional control and in jobs that call for a ca pacity to forge use
ful relationships.* 

If jobs that call for emotional labor grow and expand with 
the spread of automation and the decline of unskilled la
bor-as some analysts believe they will-this general social 
track may spread much further across other social classes. If 
this happens, the emotional system itself-emotion work, 
feeling rules, and social exchange, as they come into play in a 
"personal control system" - will grow in importance as a way 
through which people are persuaded and controlled both 
on the job and off If, on the other hand, automation and the 
decline of unskilled labor leads to a decline in emotional la
bor, as machines replace the personal delivery of services, 
then this general social track may come to be replaced by 
another that trains people to be controlled in more imper
sonal ways. 

The transmutation of emotional life-the move from the 
private realm to the public realm, the trend toward standard
ization and commercialization of emotive offerings-al
ready fans out across the whole class system. Commercial 
conventions of feeling are being recycled back into individ
ual private lives; emotional life now appears under new 
management. Talking at dinner about encounters with an 
irate customer or watching the moves of host and partici
pant on television giveaway programs opens the family 
home to a larger world of feeling rules. We learn what to 
expect outside, and we prepare. 

In the United States, this public culture is not simply pub
lic; it is commercial. Thus the relation between private emo
tion work and public emotional labor is a link between non-

* Similarly, the social guardians of the positional control system are found not 
only in working-class families but in the traditional churches to which they go, and 
to some extent in the schools, where they learn to manage their behavior in ways 
that will be useful on the job. 
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commercial and commercial spheres. The home is no longer 
a sanctuary from abuses of the profit motive. Yet the mar
ketplace is not without images of the home. The atmosphere 
of the private living room, which a young flight attendant is 
asked to recall as she works in the airplane cabin, has already 
borrowed some of the elements of that cabin. The principles 
of commerce that govern exchanges in the cabin are sup
posed to be softened by the analogy to a private home, a 
home remote from commerce. But for a quarter of a century 
now, private relations between friends and kin have been 
the basis for living room "parties" at which kitchenware, cos
metics, or (more recently) "sex-aids" are sold. 9 Simihrly, to 
build a market for air travel, the airlines use the idea of a 
private family and the feelings one would have there. Air
line training strategists borrow from the home the idea of a 
place where that sort of borrowing doesn't go on. Yet in a 
culture like ours, it does. 

Thus it is in the family that we assess our ties to the public 
culture and search out ways in which we may be monitored 
there. It is in the family-that private refuge, that haven in a 
heartless world - that some children first see commercial 
purposes at close hand and prepare for the call from central 
casting that will let them display their skills on a larger stage. 



8 
GENDER, STATUS, AND FEELING 

Emotional. 2. subject to or easily affected by emotion: She is 
an emotional woman, easily upset by any 
disturbance. 

Cogitation. 1. meditation, contemplation: After hours of 
cogitation he came up with a new 
proposal. 

2. the faculty of thinking: She was not a 
serious student and seemed to lack the 
power of cogitation. 

- Random House Dictionary of the English Language 

More emotion management goes on in the families and jobs 
of the upper classes than in those of the lower classes. That 
is, in the class system, social conditions conspire to make it 
more prevalent at the top. In the gender system, on the other 
hand, the reverse is true: social conditions make it more 
prevalent, and prevalent in different ways, for those at the 
bottom-women. In what sense is this so? And why? 

Both men and women do emotion work, in private life 
and at work. In all kinds of ways, men as well as women get 
into the spirit of the party, try to escape the grip of hopeless 
love, try to pull themselves out of depression, try to allow 
grie£ But in the whole realm of emotional experience, is 
emotion work as important for men as it is for women? And 
is it important in the same ways? I believe that the answer to 

162 
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both questions is No. The reason, at bottom, is the fact that 
women in general have far less independent access to money, 
power, authority, or status in society. They are a subordinate 
social stratum, and this has four consequences. 

First, lacking other resources, women make a resource out 
of feeling and offer it to men as a gift in return for the more 
material resources they lack. (For example, in 1980 only 6 
percent of women but 50 percent of men earned over 
$15,000 a year.) Thus their capacity to manage feeling and to 
do "relational" work is for them a more important resource. 

Second, emotion work is important in different ways for 
men and for women. This is because each gender tends to be 
called on to do different kinds of this work. On the whole, 
women tend to specialize in the flight attendant side of emo
tionallabor, men in the bill collection side of it. This speciali
zation of emotional labor in the marketplace rests on the 
different childhood training of the heart that is given to girls 
and to boys. ("What are little girls made of? Sugar and spice 
and everything nice. What are little boys made of? Snips and 
snails and puppy dog tails.") Moreover, each specialization 
presents men and women with different emotional tasks. 
Women are more likely to be presented with the task of mas
tering anger and aggression in the service of "being nice." To 
men, the socially assigned task of aggressing against those 
that break rules of various sorts creates the private task of 
mastering fear and vulnerability. 

Third, and less noticed, the general subordination of 
women leaves every individual woman with a weaker "status 
shield" against the displaced feelings of others. For example, 
female flight attendants found th~mselves easier targets for 
verbal abuse from passengers so that male attendants often 
found themselves called upon to handle unwarranted ag
gression against them. 

The fourth consequence of the power difference between 
the sexes is that for each gender a different portion of the 
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managed heart is enlisted for commercial use. Women more 
often react to subordination by making defensive use of sex
ual beauty, charm, and relational skills. For them, it is these 
capacities that become most vulnerable to commercial ex
ploitation, and so it is these capacities that they are most likely 
to become estranged from. For male workers in "male" jobs, it 
is more often the capacity to wield anger and make threats 
that is delivered over to the company, and so it is this sort of 
capacity that they are more likely to feel estranged from. 

After the great transmut~tion, then, men and women 
come to experience emotion work in different ways. In the 
previous chapter we focused on the social stratum in which 
emotion work is most prominent - the middle class. Here we 
shall focus on the gender for which it has the greatest impor
tance - women. 

WOMEN AS EMOTION MANAGERS 

Middle-class American women, tradition suggests, feel emo
tion more than men do. The definitions of "emotional" and 
"cogitation" in the Random House Dictionary oftke EngliskLan
guage reflect a deeply rooted cultural idea. Yet women are 
also thought to command "feminine wiles," to have the ca
pacity to premeditate a sigh, an outburst of tears, or a flight 
of joy. In general, they are thought to manage expression and 
feeling not only better but more often than men do. How 
much the conscious feelings of women and men may differ is 
an issue I leave aside here.* However, the evidence seems 
clear that women do more emotion managing than men. And 
because the well-managed feeling has an outside resem-

* Nancy Chodorow, a neo-Freudian theorist, suggests that women are, in fact, 
more likely to have access to their emotions. With Freud, she argues that in early 
childhood boys but not girls must relinquish their primary identification with the 
mother. To achieve this difficult task, the boy (but not the girl) must repress feelings 
associated with the mother in the difficult effort to establish himself as "not like 
mother," as a boy. The consequence is a repression of feeling generally. The girl, on 
the other hand, because she enters a social and sexual category the same as that of 
her mother, does not have to relinquish identification with her or sacrifice her ac
cess to feelings through repression. If this interpretation is valid (and I find it plau-
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blance to spontaneous feeling, it is possible to confuse the 
condition of being more "easily affected by emotion' with 
the action of willfully managing emotion when the occasion 
calls for it. 

Especially in the American middle class, women tend to 
manage feeling more because in general they depend on 
men for money, and one of the various ways of repaying 
their debt is to do extra emotion work-especially emotion 
work that affirms, enhances, and celebrates the well-being and sta
tus of others. When the emotional skills that children learn 
and practice at home move into the marketplace, the emo
tional labor of women becomes more prominent because 
men in general have not been trained to make their emo
tions a resource and are therefore less likely to develop their 
capacity for managing feeling. 

There is also a difference in the kind of emotion work that 
men and women tend to do. Many studies have told us that 
women adapt more to the needs of others and cooperate 
more than men do. l These studies often imply the existence 
of gender-specific characteristics that are inevitable if not in
nate.2 But do these characteristics simply exist passively in 
women? Or are they signs of a social work that women do
the work of affirming, enhancing, and celebrating the well
being and status of others? I believe that much of the time, 
the adaptive, cooperative woman is actively working at show
ing deference. This deference requires her to make an out
ward display of what Leslie Fiedler has called the "seriously" 
good girl in her and to support this effort by evoking feelings 
that make the "nice" display seem natural.* Women who want 
to put their own feelings less at the service of others must still 

sible), we might expect women to be more in touch with their feelings, which are, as 
a consequence, more available for conscious management. See Chodorow (1980). 
Men may manage feelings more by subconscious repressing, women more by con
scious suppressing. 

* Fiedler (1960) suggests that girls are trained to be "seriously" good and to be 
ashamed of being bad whereas boys are asked to be good in formalistic ways but 
covertly invited to be ashamed of being "too" good. Oversocialization into "sugar
and-spice" demeanor produces feminine skills in delivering deference. 
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confront the idea that if they do so, they will be considered 
less "feminine." 

What it takes to be more "adaptive" is suggested in a study 
of college students by William Kephart (1967). Students 
were asked: "If a boy or girl had all the other qualities you 
desire, would you marry this person if you were not in love 
with him/her?" In response, 64 percent of the men but only 
24 percent of the women said No. Most of the women an
swered that they "did not know." As one put it: "I don't know, 
if he were that good, maybe I could bring myself around to 
loving him."* In my own study (1975), women more often 
than men described themselves as "trying to make myself 
love," "talking myself into not caring;' or "trying to convince 
myself" A content analysis of 260 protocols showed that 
more women than men (33 percent versus 18 percent) spon
taneously used the language of emotion work to describe 
their emotions. The image of women as "more emotional;' 
more subject to uncontrolled feelings, has also been chal
lenged by a study of250 students at UCLA, in which only 20 
percent of the men but 45 percent of the women said that 
they deliberately show emotion to get their way.t As one 
woman put it: "I pout, frown, and say something to make the 
other person feel bad, such as 'You don't love me, you don't 
care what happens to me.' I'm not the type to come right out 
with what I want; I'll usually hint around. It's all hope and a 
lot of beating around the bush."3 

The emotional arts that women have cultivated are analo
gous to the art of feigning that Lionel Trilling has noted 

* Other researchers have found men to have a more "romantic" orientation to 
love, women a more "realistic" orientation. That is, males may find cultural support 
for a passive construction oflove, for seeing themselves as "falling head over heels," or 
"walking on air:' According to Kephart, "the female is not pushed hither and yon by 
her romantic compulsions. On the contrary, she seems to have a greater measure of 
rational control over her romantic inclinations than the male" (1967, p. 473). 

t This pattern is also socially reinforced. When women sent direct messages 
(persuading by logic, reason, or an onslaught of information), they were later rated 
as more aggressive than men who did the same thing (Johnson and Goodchilds 
1976, p. 70). 
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among those whose wishes outdistance their opportunities 
for class advancement. As for many others of lower status, it 
has been in the woman's interest to be the better actor.* As 
the psychologists would say, the techniques of deep acting 
have unusually high "secondary gains:' Yet these skills have 
long been mislabeled "natural;' a part of woman's "being" 
rather than something of her own making. 

Sensitivity to nonverbal communication and to the micro
political significance of feeling gives women something like 
an ethnic language, which men can speak too, but on the 
whole less well. It is a language women share offstage in their 
talk "about feelings." This talk is not, as it is for men offstage, 
the score-keeping of conquistadors. It is the talk of the artful 
prey, the language of tips on how to make him want her, how 
to psyche him out, how to put him on or turn him off Within 
the traditional female subculture, subordination at close 
quarters is understood, especially in adolescence, as a "fact 
oflife." Women accommodate, then, but not passively. They 
actively adapt feeling to a need or a purpose at hand, and 
they do it so that it seems to express a passive state of agree
ment, the chance occurrence of coinciding needs. Being be
comes a way of doing. Acting is the needed art, and emotion 
work is the tool. 

The emotion work of enhancing the status and well-being 
of others is a form of what I van Illich has called "shadow 
labor," an unseen effort, which, like housework, does not 
quite count as labor but is nevertheless crucial to getting 
other things done. As with doing housework well, the trick is 
to erase any evidence of effort, to offer only the clean house 
and the welcoming smile. 

We have a simple word for the product of this shadow la
bor: "nice." Niceness is a necessary and important lubricant to 
any civil exchange, and men make themselves nice, too. It 

* The use of feminine wiles (including flattery) is felt to be a psychopolitical style 
of the subordinate; it is therefore disapproved of by women who have gained a foot
hold in the man's world and can afford to disparage what they do not need to use. 
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keeps the social wheels turning. As one flight attendant said, 
"I'll make comments like 'Nice jacket you have ori -that sort 
of thing, something to make them feel good. Or I'll laugh at 
their jokes. It makes them feel relaxed and amusing:' Beyond 
the smaller niceties are the larger ones of doing a favor, offer
ing a service. Finally, there is the moral or spiritual sense of 
being seriously nice, in which we embrace the needs of an
other person as more important than our own. 

Each way of being "nice" adds a dimension to deference. 
Deference is more than the offering of cold respect, the for
mal bow of submission, the distant smile of politeness; it can 
also have a warm face and offer gestures small and large that 
show support for the well-being and status of others.4 

Almost everyone does the emotion work that produces 
what we might, broadly speaking, call deference. But women 
are expected to do more of it. A study by Wikler (1976) com
paring male with female university professors found that 
students expected women professors to be warmer and 
more supportive than male professors; given these expecta
tions, proportionally more women professors were per
ceived as cold. In another study, Broverman, Broverman, 
and Clarkson (1970) asked clinically trained psychologists, 
psychiatrists, and social workers to match various character
istics with "normal adult meri' and "normal adult womeri'; 
they more often associated "very tactful, very gentle, and 
very aware of feelings of others" with their ideas of the nor
mal adult woman. In being adaptive, cooperative, and help
ful, the woman is on a private stage behind the public stage, 
and as a consequence she is often seen as less good at argu
ing, telling jokes, and teaching than she is at expressing ap
preciation of these activities.* She is the conversational 
cheerleader. She actively enhances other people-usually 

* Celebrating male humor or enhancing male status often involves the use of 
what Suzanne Langer has called nondiscursive symbols, "symbols which are not 
verifiable, do not have dictionary meanings or socially defined syntax and order" 
(Langer 1951,1967). 



Gender, Status, and Feeling 169 

men, but also other women to whom she plays woman. The 
more she seems natural at it, the more her labor does not 
show as labor, the more successfully it is disguised as the ab
sence of other, more prized qualities. As a woman she may be 
praised for out-enhancing the best enhancer, but as a person 
in comparison with comics, teachers, and argument-build
ers, she usually lives outside the climate of enhancement that 
men tend to inhabit. Men, of course, pay court to certain 
other men and women and thus also do the emotion work 
that keeps deference sincere. The difference between men 
and women is a difference in the psychological effects of 
having or not having power.5 

Racism and sexism share this general pattern, but the two 
systems differ in the avenues available for the translation of 
economic inequality into private terms. The white manager 
and the black factory worker leave work and go home, one to 
a generally white neighborhood and family and the other to 
a generally black neighborhood and family. But in the case 
of women and men, the larger economic inequality is 
filtered into the intimate daily exchanges between wife and 
husband. Unlike other subordinates, women seek primary 
ties with a supplier. In marriage, the principle of reciprocity 
applies to wider arenas of each self: there is more to choose 
from in how we pay and are paid, and the paying between 
economically unequal parties goes on morning, noon, and 
night. The larger inequities find intimate expression. 

Wherever it goes, the bargain of wages-for-other-things 
travels in disguise. Marriage both bridges and obscures the 
gap between the resources available to men and those availa
ble to women.6 Because men and women do try to love one 
another- to cooperate in making love, making babies, and 
making a life together- the very closeness of the bond they 
accept calls for some disguise of subordination. There will be 
talk in the "we" mode, joint bank accounts and joint decisions, 
and the idea among women that they are equal in the ways 
that "really count." But underlying this pattern will be different 
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potential futures outside the marriage and the effect of that on the 
patterning of life.* The woman may thus become especially 
assertive about certain secondary decisions, or especially ac
tive in certain limited domains, in order to experience a sense 
of equality that is missing from the overall relationship. 

Women who understand their ultimate disadvantage and 
feel that their position cannot change may jealously guard 
the covertness of their traditional emotional resources, in 
the understandable fear that if the secret were told, their 
immediate situation would get worse. For to confess that 
their social charms are the product of secret work might 
make them less valuable, just as the sexual revolution has 
made sexual contact less "valuable" by lowering its bargain
ing power without promoting the advance of women into 
better-paying jobs. In fact, of course, when we redefine 
"adaptability" and "cooperativeness" as a form of shadow la
bor, we are pointing to a hidden cost for which some recom
pense is due and suggesting that a general reordering of 
female-male relationships is desirable. 

There is one further reason why women may offer more 
emotion work of this sort than men: more women at all class 
levels do unpaid labor of a highly interpersonal sort. They 
nurture, manage, and befriend children. More "adaptive" 
and "cooperative;' they address themselves better to the 
needs of those who are not yet able to adapt and cooperate 
much themselves. Then, according to Jourard (1968), be
cause they are seen as members of the category from which 
mothers come, women in general are asked to look out for 
psychological needs more than men are. The world turns to 
women for mothering, and this fact silently attaches itself to 
many ajo15 description. 

* Zick Rubin's study of young men and women in love relationships (generally 
middle-class persons of about the same age) found that the women tended to ad
mire their male loved ones more than they were, in turn, admired by them. The 
women also felt "more like" their loved ones than the men did. (See Rubin 1970; 
Re iss 1960.) 
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WOMEN AT WORK 

With the growth of large organizations calling for skills in 
personal relations, the womanly art of status enhancement 
and the emotion work that it requires has been made more 
public, more systematized, and more standardized. It is per
formed by largely middle-class women in largely public
contact jobs. As indicated in Chapter Seven (and Appendix 
C), jobs involving emotional labor comprise over a third of 
all jobs. But they form only a quarter of all jobs that men do, 
and over half of alljobs that women do. 

Many of the jobs that call for public contact also call for 
giving service to the public. Richard Sennett and Jonathan 
Cobb, in The Hidden Injuries of Class , comment on how people 
tend to rank service jobs in relation to other kinds of jobs: 
"At the bottom end of the scale are found not factory jobs 
but service jobs where the individual has to perform person
ally for someone else. A bartender is listed below a coal 
miner, a taxi driver below a truck driver; we believe this oc
curs because their functions are felt to be more dependent on 
and more at the mercy of others" [my emphasis).' Because there 
are more women than men in service jobs (21 percent com
pared with 9 percent), there are "hidden injuries" of gender 
attached to those of class. 

Once women are at work in public-contact jobs, a new pat
tern unfolds: they receive less basic deference. That is, al
though some women are still elbow-guided through doors, 
chauffeured in cars, and protected from rain puddles, they 
are not shielded from one fundamental consequence of 
their lower status: their feelings are accorded less weight 
than the feelings of men. 

As a result of this status effect, flight attending is one sort 
of job for a woman and another sort of job for a man. For a 
man the principal hidden task is to maintain his identity as a 
man in a "woman's occupation" and occasionally to cope with 
tough passengers "for" female flight attendants. For a 
woman, the principal hidden task is to deal with the status 
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effect: the absence of a social shield against the displaced 
anger and frustration of passengers. 

How, then, does a woman's lower status influence how she 
is treated by others? More basically, what is the prior link 
between status and the treatment of feeling? High-status 
people tend to enjoy the privilege of having their feelings 
noticed and considered important. The lower one's status, 
the more one's feelings are not noticed or treated as inconse
quential. H. E. Dale, in The Higher Civil Service of Great Brit
ain, reports the existence of a "doctrine of feelings": 

The doctrine of feelings was expounded to me many years ago 
by a very eminent civil servant. ... He explained that the impor
tance of feelings varies in close correspondence with the impor
tance of the person who feels. If the public interest requires 
that a junior clerk should be removed from his post, no regard 
need be paid to his feelings; if it is the case of an assistant secre
tary, they must be carefully considered, within reason; if it is a 
permanent secretary, feelings are a principal element in the sit
uation, and only imperative public interest can override their 
requirements." 

Working women are to working men as junior clerks are to 
permanent secretaries. Between executive and secretary, 
doctor and nurse, psychiatrist and social worker, dentist and 
dental assistant, a power difference is reflected as a gender 
difference. The "doctrine of feelings" is another double 
standard between the two sexes.* 

The feelings of the lower-status party may be discounted in 
two ways: by considering them rational but unimportant or by 
considering them irrational and hence dismissable. An article 
entitled "On Aggression in Politics: Are Women Judged by a 
Double Standard?" presented the results of a survey of fe-

* The code of chivalry is said to require protection of the weaker &y the stronger. 
Yet a boss may bring flowers to his secretary or open the door for her only to make up 
for the fact that he gets openly angry at her more often than he does at a male equal 
or superior, and more often than she does at him. The flowers symbolize redress, even 
as they obscure the basic maldistribution of respect and its psychic cost. 



Gender, Status, and Feeling 173 

male politicians. All those surveyed said they believed there 
was an affective double standard. As Frances Farenthold, the 
president of Wells College in Aurora, New York, put it: "You 
certainly see to it that you don't throw any tantrums. Henry 
Kissinger can have his scenes - remember the way he acted in 
Salzburg? But for women, we're still in the stage that if you 
don't hold in your emotions, you're pegged as emotional, un
stable, and all those terms that have always been used to de
scribe women."9 These women in public life were agreed on 
the following points. When a man expresses anger, it is 
deemed "rational" or understandable anger, anger that indi
cates not weakness of character but deeply held conviction. 
When women express an equivalent degree of anger, it is 
more likely to be interpreted as a sign of personal instability. 
It is believed that women are more emotional, and this very 
belief is used to invalidate their feelings. That is, the women's 
feelings are seen not as a response to real events but as reflec
tions of themselves as "emotional" women. 

Here we discover a corollary of the "doctrine of feelings": 
the lower our status, the more our manner of seeing and 
feeling is subject to being discredited, and the less believable 
it becomes. lO An "irrational" feeling is the twin of an invali
dated perception. A person of lower status has a weaker 
claim to the right to define what is going on; less trust is 
placed in her judgments; and less respect is accorded to 
what she feels. Relatively speaking, it more often becomes 
the burden of women, as with other lower-status persons, to 
uphold a minority viewpoint, a discredited opinion. 

Medical responses to male and female illness provide a 
case in point. One study of how doctors respond to the phys
ical complaints of back pain, headache, dizziness, chest pain, 
and fatigue-symptoms for which a doctor must take the 
patient's word - showed that among fifty-two married coup
les, the complaints of the husbands elicited more medical 
response than those of the wives. The authors conclude: 
"The data may bear out ... that the physicians ... tend to 
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take illness more seriously in men than in women."* Another 
study of physician interactions with 184 male and 130 fe
male patients concluded that "doctors were more likely to 
consider the psychological component of the patient's illness 
important when the patient was a woman:'ll The female's 
assertion that she was physically sick was more likely to be 
invalidated as something "she just imagined;' something 
"subjective;' not a response to anything real. 

To make up for either way of weighing the feelings of the 
two sexes unequally, many women urge their feelings for
ward, trying to express them with more force, so as to get 
them treated with seriousness. But from there the spiral 
moves down. For the harder women try to oppose the "doc
trine of feeling" by expressing their feelings more, the more 
they come to fit the image awaiting them as "emotional." 
Their efforts are discounted as one more example of emo
tionalism. The only way to counter the doctrine of feelings is 
to eliminate the more fundamental tie between gender and 
status.12 

THE STATUS SHIELD AT WORK 

Given this relation between status and the treatment of feel
ing, it follows that persons in low-status categories-women, 
people of color, children -lack a status shield against poorer 
treatment of their feelings. This simple fact has the power to 
utterly transform the content of a job. The job of flight at
tendant, for example, is not the same job for a woman as it is for 
a man. A day's accumulation of passenger abuse for a woman 
differs from a day's accumulation of it for a man. Women tend 
to be more exposed than men to rude or surly speech, to ti
rades against the service, the airline, and airplanes in general. 

* More women than men go to doctors, and this might seem to explain why 
doctors take them less seriously. But here it is hard to tell cause from effect, for if a 
woman's complaints are not taken seriously, she may have to make several visits to 
doctors before a remedy is found (Armitage et al. 1979). 
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As the company's main shock absorbers against "mishandled" 
passengers, their own feelings are more frequently subjected 
to rough treatment. In addition, a day's exposure to people 
who resist authority in women is a different experience for a 
woman than it is for a man. Because her gender is accorded 
lower status, a woman's shield against abuse is weaker, and the 
importance of what she herself might be feeling-when 
faced with blame for an airline delay, for example - is corre
spondingly reduced. Thus the job for a man differs in essen
tial ways from the same job for a woman. 

In this respect, it is a disadvantage to be a woman-as 85 
percent of all flight attendants are. And in this case, they are 
not simply women in the biological sense. They are also a 
highly visible distillation of middle-class American notions 
of femininity. They symbolize Woman. Insofar as the cate
gory "female" is mentally associated with having less status 
and authority, female flight attendants are more readily 
classified as "really" female than other females are. And as a 
result their emotional lives are even less protected by the 
status shield. 

More than female accountants, bus drivers, or gardeners, 
female flight attendants mingle with people who expect 
them to enact two leading roles of Womanhood: the loving 
wife and mother (serving food, tending the needs of others) 
and the glamorous "career woman" (dressed to be seen, in 
contact with strange men, professional and controlled in 
manner, and literally very far from home). They do the job 
of symbolizing the transfer of homespun femininity into the 
impersonal marketplace, announcing, in effect, "I work in 
the public eye, but I'm still a woman at heart." 

Passengers borrow their expectations about gender biog
raphies from home and from the wider culture and then 
base their demands on this borrowing. The different fictive 
biographies they attribute to male and female workers make 
sense out of what they expect to receive in the currency of 
caretaking and authority. One male flight attendant noted: 
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They always ask about my work plans. "Why are you doing 
this?" That's one question we get all the time from passengers. 
"Are you planning to go into management?" Most guys come in 
expecting to do it for a year or so and see how they like it, but we 
keep getting asked about the management training program. I 
don't know any guy that's gone into management from here.* 

In contrast, a female flight attendant said: 

Men ask me why I'm not married. They don't ask the guys that. 
Or else passengers will say, "Oh, when you have kids, you'll quit 
this job. I know you will." And I say, "Well, no, I'm not going to 
have kids." "Oh yes you will," they say. "No I'm not," I say, and I 
don't want to get more personal than that. They may expect me 
to have kids because of my gender, but I'm not, no matter what 
they say. 

If a female flight attendant is seen as a protomother, then it 
is natural that the work of nurturing should fall to her. As 
one female attendant said: "The guys bow out of it more and 
we pick up the slack. I mean the handling of babies, the han
dling of children, the coddling of the old folks. The guys 
don't get involved in that quite as much." Confirming this, 
one male flight attendant noted casually, "Nine times out of 
ten, when I go out of my way to talk, it will be to attractive gal 
passengers:' In this regard, females generally appreciated 
gay male flight attendants who, while trying deftly to side
step the biography test, still gravitate more toward nurtur
ing work than straight males are reputed to do. 

Gender makes two jobs out of one in yet another sense. 
Females are asked more often than males to appreciate 

• With the influx of more working-class male passengers during the recession
ary period of lower prices, the questions addressed to male flight attendants 
changed. As one of them said, "Now they don't ask me why I'm doing this. They ask, 
'How did you get the job?'" Ironically, more males than females have come to this 
work with the attitude of "jobbers;' interested primarily in the leisure time and 
good pay, and willing to try it for a few years before moving on. They report a more 
traditionally "female" job motivation than the women, for whom flight attending 
has been an honorable and high-paying career. 
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jokes, listen to stories, and give psychological advice. Female 
specialization in these offerings takes on meaning only in 
light of the fact that flight attendants of both sexes are re
quired to be both deferential and authoritative; they have to 
be able to appreciate ajoke nicely, but they must also be firm 
in enforcing the rules about oversized luggage. But because 
more deference is generally expected from a woman, she has 
a weaker grasp on passenger respect for her authority and a 
harder time enforcing rules. 

In fact, passengers generally assume that men have more 
authority than women and that men exercise authority over 
women. For males in the corporate world to whom air travel 
is a way oflife, this assumption has more than a distant rela
tion to fact. As one flight attendant put it: "Say you've got a 
businessman sitting over there in aisle five. He's got a wife 
who takes his suit to the cleaners and makes the hors 
d'oeuvres for his business guests. He's got an executive sec
retary with horn-rimmed glasses who types 140 million 
words a minute and knows more about his airline ticket than 
he does. There's no woman in his life over him." This as
sumption of male authority allows ordinary twenty-year-old 
male flight attendants to be mistaken for the "managers" or 
"superintendents" of older female flight attendants. A uni
formed male among women, passengers assume, must have 
authority over women. In fact, because males were excluded 
from this job until after a long "discrimination" suit in the 
mid-1960s and few were hired until the early 1970s, most 
male flight attendants are younger and have less seniority 
than most female attendants. 

The assumption of male authority has two results. First, 
authority, like status, acts as a shield against scapegoating. 
Since the women workers on the plane were thought to have 
less authority and therefore less status, they were more sus
ceptible to scapegoating. When the plane was late, the steaks 
gone, or the ice out, frustrations were vented more openly 
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toward female workers. Females were expected to "take it" 
better, it being more their role to absorb an expression of 
displeasure and less their role to put a stop to it. 

In addition, both male and female workers adapted to 
this fictional redistribution of authority. Both, in different 
ways, made it more real. Male flight attendants tended to 
react to passengers as if they had more authority than they 
really did. * This made them less tolerant of abuse and firmer 
in handling it. They conveyed the message that as authorities 
they expected compliance without loud complaint. Passen
gers sensing this message were discouraged from pursuing 
complaints and stopped sooner. Female flight attendants, on 
the other hand, assuming that passengers would honor their 
authority less, used more tactful and deferential means of 
handling abuse. They were more deferential toward male 
passengers (from whom they expected less respect) than to
ward female passengers (whose own fund of respect was ex
pected to be lower). And they were less successful in pre
venting the escalation of abuse. As one male flight attendant 
observed: "I think the gals tend to get more intimidated if a 
man is crabby at them than if a woman is." 

Some workers understood this as merely a difference of 
style. As one woman reflected: 

The guys have a low level of tolerance and their own male way 
of asserting themselves with the passenger that I'm not able to 
use. I told a guy who had a piece ofluggage in front of him that 
wouldn't fit under the seat, I told him, "It won't fit, we'll have to 
do something with it." He came back with, "Oh, but it's been 
here the whole trip, I've had it with me all the time, blah, blah, 
blah." He gave me some guff. I thought to myself, I'll finish this 
later, I'll walk away right now. I intended to come back to him. A 

* The management of American Airlines objected to a union request that men be 
allowed to wear short-sleeved shirts on warm days, arguing that such shirts "lacked 
authority." As one female union representative quipped at a union meeting, "But 
since only male flight attendants have authority anyway, why should it matter?" 
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flying partner of mine, a young man, came by this passenger, 
without knowing about our conversation, and said to him, "Sir, 
that bag is too big for your seat. We're going to have to take it 
away." "Oh, here you are," the guy says, and he hands it over to 
him .... You don't see the male flight attendants being physi
cally abused or verbally abused nearly as much as we are. 

The females' supposed "higher tolerance for abuse" 
amounted to a combination of higher exposure to it and less 
ammunition-in the currency of respect-to use against it. 

This pattern set in motion another one: female workers 
often went to their male co-workers to get them to "cast a 
heavier glance." As one woman who had resigned herself to 
this explained wearily: "I used to fight it and assert myself. 
Now I'm just too overworked. It's simpler to just go get the 
male purser. One look at him and the troublemaker shuts 
up. Ultimately it comes down to the fact that I don't have 
time for a big confrontation. The job is so stressful these 
days, you don't go out of your way to make it more stressful. 
A look from a male carries more weight:' Thus the greater 
the respect males could command, the more they were 
called on to claim it. 

This only increased the amount of deference that male 
workers felt their female co-workers owed them, and women 
found it harder to supervise junior males than females. * 
One young male attendant said that certain conditions had 
to be met - and deference offered - before he would obey a 
woman's orders: "If it's an order without a human element to 
it, then I'll balk. I think sometimes it's a little easier for a man 

* Gay males apparently did not fit this general pattern. Although they were 
treated by the public as males and thus commanded more respect, they did not use 
this fact in the same way in their relations with female co-workers. Perhaps their 
anticipation of company and public prejudice against homosexuality led them to 
adjust the value of their respect currency to that of their female co-workers. This 
considerably eased relations between them and female workers. One woman 
worker said: "The gay stewards are great. If Pan Am had any sense, it would prefer 
to hire them." 
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to be an authority figure and command respect and cooper
ation. I think it depends on how the gal handles herself. If 
she doesn't have much confidence or if she goes the other 
way and gets puffed out of shape, then in that case I think 
she could have more trouble with the stewards than with the 
gals" [my emphasis]. Workers tended to agree that females 
took orders better than males, no matter how "puffed out of 
shape" the attendant in charge might be, and that women in 
charge had to be nicer in exercising their authority than 
men did. 

This attitude toward status and authority inspired com
pensatory reactions among some female workers. One re
sponse was to adopt the crisply cheerful but no-nonsense 
style of a Cub Scout den mother-a model of female authority 
borrowed from domestic life and used here to make it accept
able for women to tell adult men what to do. In this way a 
woman might avoid being criticized as "bossy" or "puffed out 
of shape" by placing her behavior within the boundaries of 
the gender expectations of passengers and co-workers. 

Another response to displaced anger and challenged au
thority was to make small tokens of respect a matter of great 
concern. Terms of address, for example, were seen as an indi
cator of status, a promise of the right to politeness which 
those deprived of status unfortunately lack. The term, "girl," 
for example, was recognized by female workers as the moral 
equivalent of calling black men "boys." Although in private 
and among themselves, the women flight attendants I knew 
usually called themselves "girls;' many were opposed to the 
use of the term in principle.* They saw it not only as a ques
tion of social or moral importance but as a practical matter. To 

* The other side of being called a "girl" was not being allowed, socially speak
ing, to age. Even women in their thirties were occasionally called "granny" or sub
jected to within-earshot remarks such as" Isn't she about ready for retirement?" As 
one woman in her mid-thirties noted: "There is definitely a difference, oh yes. The 
men take it for granted that they can work until sixty or sixty-five. The women work 
like dogs just to prove they can still do the job. And then they have to fight the 
granny remarks." 
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be addressed as a "girl" was to be subjected to more on-the
job stress. The order, "Girl, get me some cream" has a differ
ent effect than the request "0 h miss, could I please have some 
cream?" And if the cream has run out because the commis
sary didn't provide enough, it will be the "girls" who get the 
direct expressions of disappointment, exasperation, and 
blame. Tokens of respect can be exchanged to make a bar
gain: "I'll manage my unpleasant feelings for you if you'll 
manage yours for me." When outrageously rude people occa
sionally enter a plane, it reminds all concerned why the flimsy 
status shield against abuse is worth struggling over. 

Schooled in emotion management at home, women have 
entered in disproportionate numbers those jobs that call for 
emotional labor outside the home. Once they enter the mar
ketplace, a certain social logic unfolds. Because of the divi
sion of labor in the society at large, women in any particular 
job are assigned lower status and less authority than men. As 
a result, they lack a shield against the "doctrine of feelings:' 
Much more often than men, they become the complaint de
partment, the ones to whom dissatisfaction is fearlessly ex
pressed. Their own feelings tend to be treated as less impor
tant. In ways that the advertising smiles obscure, the job has 
different contents for women and men.IS 

ESTRANGEMENT FROM SEXUAL IDENTITY 

Regardless of gender, the job poses problems of identity. 
What is my work role and what is "me"? How can I do deep 
acting without "feeling phony" and losing self-esteem? How 
can I redefine the job as "illusion making" without becoming 
cynical? (See Chapter Six.) 

But there are other psychological issues a flight attendant 
faces if she is a woman. In response to her relative lack of 
power and her exposure to the "doctrine of feelings," she 
may seek to improve her position by making use of two tra
ditionally "feminine" qualities - those of the supportive 
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mother and those of the sexually desirable mate. Thus, 
some women are motherly; they support and enhance the 
well-being and status of others. But in being motherly, they 
may also act motherly and may sometimes experience them
selves using the motherly act to win regard from others. In 
the same way, some women are sexually attractive and may 
act in ways that are sexually alluring. For example, one flight 
attendant who played the sexual queen-swaying slowly 
down the aisle with exquisitely understated suggestive
ness - described herself as using her sexual attractiveness to 
secure interest and favors from male passengers. In each 
case, the woman is using a feminine quality for private pur
poses. But it is also true, for the flight attendant, that both 
"motherly" behavior and a "sexy" look and manner are 
pardy an achievement of corporate engineering-a result of 
the company's emphasis on the weight and (former) age re
quirements, grooming classes, and letters from passengers 
regarding the looks and demeanor of flight attendants. In its 
training and supervisory roles, the company may play the 
part of the protective duenna. But in its commercial role as 
an advertiser of sexy and glamorous service, it acts more like 
a backstage matchmaker. Some early United Airlines ads 
said, "And she might even make a good wife." The company, 
of course, has always maintained that it does not meddle in 
personal affairs. 

Thus the two ways in which women traditionally try to 
improve their lot-by using their motherly capacity to en
hance the status and well-being of others, and by using their 
sexual attractiveness - have come under company manage
ment. Most flight attendants I spoke with agreed that com
panies used and attached profit to these qualities. 

What is the result? On the status-enhancement side, some 
women feel estranged from the role of woman they play for 
the company. On the sexual side, Melanie Matthews, a sex 
therapist who had treated some fifty flight attendants for 
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"loss of sexual interest" and "preorgasmic problems;' had 
this to say: 

The patients I have treated who have been flight attendants 
tend to fit a certain pattern. They tend to have been "good" girls 
when they were young-nurturing and considerate to others. 
Then the company gets them while they are young and uses 
those qualities further. These women don't ever get the chance 
to decide who they are, and this shows up in their sexual life. 
They play the part of the ultra-female, of someone who takes an 
interest in others, and they don't get the chance to explore the 
other sides of their character and to discover their own needs, 
sexual or otherwise. Some of them have been so fixed on pleas
ing others that while they don't dislike men, they don't actively 
like them either. It's not so much that they are preorgasmic as 
that they are prerelational in this one sense. They hold onto 
their orgasmic potential as one of the few parts of themselves 
that someone else doesn't possess. 

Freud generally found sexual stories beneath social ones, 
but there are also social stories beneath sexual ones. The 
social story here concerns young women who want to please 
(and who work for companies that capitalize on this charac
teristic) while they also want to keep a part of themselves 
independent of this desire. Their sexual problems could be 
considered a prepolitical form of protest against the overex
tension and overuse of their traditional femininity. This 
form of protest, this holding onto something so intimate as 
"mine," suggests that vast territories of the self may have 
been relinquished as "not mine." The self we define as "real" 
is pushed further and further into a corner as more and 
more of its expressions are sensed as artifice. 

Estrangement from aspects of oneself are, in one light, a 
means of defense. On the job, the acceptance of a division 
between the "real" self and the self in a company uniform is 
often a way to avoid stress, a wise realization, a saving grace. 
But this solution also poses serious problems. For in dividing 
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up our sense of self, in order to save the "real" self from un
welcome intrusions, we necessarily relinquish a healthy 
sense of wholeness. We come to accept as normal the tension 
we feel between our "real" and our "on-stage" selves. 

More women than men go into public-contact work and 
especially into work in which status enhancement is the essen
tial social-psychological task. In some jobs, such as that of the 
flight attendant, women may perform this task by playing the 
Woman. Such women are more vulnerable, on this account, to 
feeling estranged from their capacity to perform and enjoy 
two traditional feminine roles-offering status enhancement 
and sexual attractiveness to others. These capacities are now 
under corporate as well as personal management. 

Perhaps this realization accounts for the laughter at a joke 
I heard surreptitiously passed around the Delta Training 
Office, as if for an audience of insiders. It went like this: A 
male passenger came across a woman flight attendant 
seated in the galley, legs apart, elbows on knees, her chin 
resting in one hand and a lighted cigarette in the other
held between thumb and forefinger. "Why are you holding 
your cigarette like that?" the man asked. Without looking up 
or smiling, the woman took another puff and said, "If I had 
balls, I'd be driving this plane:' Inside the feminine uniform 
and feminine "act" was a would-be man. It was an estrange
ment joke, a poignant behind-the-scenes protest at a com
merciallogic that standardizes and trivializes the dignity of 
women. 



9 
THE SEARCH 

FOR AUTHENTICITY 

In a social system animated by competition for property, the 
human personality was metamorphosed into a form of 
capital. Here it was rational to invest oneself only in 
properties that would produce the highest return. Personal 
feeling was a handicap since it distracted the individual from 
calculating his best interest and might pull him along 
economically counterproductive paths. 

-Rousseau (Berman's paraphrase) 

When Jean-Jacques Rousseau observed that personality was 
becoming a form of capital he was writing about eighteenth
century Paris, long before there were stewardess training 
schools and long before the arts of bill collecting were stan
dardized and mass produced. l If Rousseau could sign on as a 
flight attendant for Delta Airlines in the second half of the 
twentieth century, he would doubtless be interested in learn
ing just whose capital a worker's feelings are and just who is 
putting this capital to work. He would certainly see that al
though the individual personality remains a "medium of 
competition;' the competition is no longer confined to indi
viduals. Institutional purposes are now tied to the workers' 
psychological arts. It is not simply individuals who manage 
their feelings in order to do a job; whole organizations have 
entered the game. The emotion management that sustains 
the smile on Delta Airlines competes with the emotion man-

185 
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agement that upholds the smile on United and TWA. 
What was once a private act of emotion management is 

sold now as labor in public-contact jobs. What was once a 
privately negotiated rule of feeling or display is now set by 
the company's Standard Practices Division. Emotional ex
changes that were once idiosyncratic and escapable are now 
standardized and unavoidable. Exchanges that were rare in 
private life become common in commercial life. Thus a cus
tomer assumes a right to vent unmanaged hostility against a 
flight attendant who has no corresponding right-because 
she is paid, in part, to relinquish it. All in all, a private emo
tional system has been subordinated to commercial logic, 
and it has been changed by it. 2 

It does not take capitalism to turn feeling into a commod
ity or to turn our capacity for managing feeling into an in
strument. But capitalism has found a use for emotion man
agement, and so it has organized it more efficiently and 
pushed it further. And perhaps it does take a capitalist sort 
of incentive system to connect emotional labor to competi
tion and to go so far as to actually advertise a "sincere" smile, 
train workers to produce such a smile, supervise their pro
duction of it, and then forge a link between this activity and 
corporate profit. As the sticker on a TWA computer (facing 
the ticket agent) in the San Francisco Airport read: "When 
people like you, they like TWA too." It takes considerable so
phistication for a company to make this into an ordinary, 
trivial thought for a worker to be urged to bear in mind. 

THE HUMAN COSTS OF EMOTIONAL LABOR 

Massive people-processing-and the advanced engineering of 
emotional labor that makes it possible - is a remarkable 
achievement. It is also an important one, for a good part of 
modern life involves exchange between total strangers, who, in 
the absence of countermeasures and in the pursuit of short
term self-interest, might much of the time act out suspicion 
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and anger rather than trust and good will. The occasional 
lapses from the standard of civility that we take for granted 
remind us of the crucial steadying effect of emotional labor. 
But like most great achievements, the advanced engineering of 
emotional labor leaves new dilemmas in its wake, new human 
costs, and I shall focus now on these. For without a clear under
standing of these psychological costs, we can hardly begin to 
find ways of mitigating or removing them. 

These are three stances that workers seem to take toward 
work, each with its own sort of risk. In the first, the worker 
identifies too wholeheartedly with the job, and therefore risks 
burnout. In the second, the worker clearly distinguishes her
self from the job and is less likely to suffer burnout; but she 
may blame herself for making this very distinction and deni
grate herself as 'Just an actor, not sincere." In the third, the 
worker distinguishes herself from her act, does not blame 
herself for this, and sees the job as positively requiring the 
capacity to act; for this worker there is some risk of estrange
ment from acting altogether, and some cynicism about it
"We're just illusion makers." The first stance is potentially 
more harmful than the other two, but the harm in all three 
could be reduced, I believe, if workers could feel a greater 
sense of control over the conditions of their work lives. 

The first kind of worker does not see her job as one of 
acting. She has little or no awareness of a "false self." She is 
likely to offer warm, personal service, but she is also warm on 
behalf of the company-"when people like you, they like 
TWA too." She offers personalized service, but she herself be
comes identified with the -ized part of it. She is not so good at 
depersonalizing inappropriately personal behavior toward 
her. For these reasons, she is more likely to suffer stress and 
be susceptible to burnout. Instead of removing the idea of a 
"self" from the job either by will or by art, such a person 
often reacts passively: she stops caring and becomes remote 
and detached from the people she serves. Some flight at
tendants who describe themselves as poor at depersonaliz
ing reported periods of emotional deadness: "I wasn't feel-
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ing anything. It was like I wasn't really there. The guy was 
talking. I could hear him. But all I heard was dead words." 

This sense of emotional numbness reduces stress by re
ducing access to the feelings through which stress intro
duces itself. It provides an exit from overwhelming distress 
that allows a person to remain physically present on the job. 
Burnout spares the person in the short term, but it may have 
a serious long-term cost. The human faculty of feeling still 
"belongs" to the worker who suffers burnout, but the worker 
may grow accustomed to a dimming or numbing of inner 
signals. 3 And when we lose access to feeling, we lose a central 
means of interpreting the world around us. 

As a precaution against burnout many experienced work
ers develop a "healthy" estrangement, a clear separation of 
self from role. They clearly define for themselves when they 
are acting and when they are not; they know when their deep 
or surface acting is "their own" and when it is part of the com
mercial show. They may sometimes feel "phony" - because at 
a given moment they feel that they shouldn't be acting at all or 
that they are not acting well enough. But by differentiating 
between an acting and a nonacting side of themselves, they 
make themselves less vulnerable to burnout. 

Now when the company institutes a speed-up-when it 
maintains its call for emotional labor but sets up conditions 
that make it impossible to deliver-the worker may become 
estranged from the acting itself She may refuse to act at all, 
thus withdrawing her emotional labor altogether. Since the 
job itself calls for good acting, she will be seen as doing the 
job poorly. She may respond to the constantly negative con
sequences of this by trying not to take any consequences at 
all, by trying not to be there. If in the first stance the worker is 
too much present in the role, in the third stance, she is not 
present enough. In all three, the essential problem is how to 
adjust one's self to the role in a way that allows some flow of 
self into the role but minimizes the stress the role puts on 
the self 

In all three cases, the problem of adjusting self to role is 
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aggravated by the worker's lack of control over the conditions 
of work. The more often "tips" ahout how to see, feel, and 
seem are issued from above and the more effectively the con
ditions of the "stage" are kept out of the hands of the actor, the 
less she can influence her entrances and exits and the nature 
of her acting in between. The less influence she has, the more 
likely it is that one of two things will occur. Either she will 
overextend herself into the job and burn out, or she will re
move herself from the job and feel bad about it. 

Worker control over the conditions of good acting boils 
down, in the end, to practical politics. The San Francisco 
base manager for United Airlines gave an example: "The 
company wanted to take two flight attendants off each San 
Francisco-Honolulu crew, but the union was adamantly op
posed, and they won. Now that's a multimillion dollar deci
sion. But maybe it was a good thing they won. They felt they 
could have some control over that decision. It wasn't just 
money they wanted. They wanted some say over their work 
lives so they could do the job like they wanted." 

But even such actions by organized workers cannot solve 
the whole problem. For whenever people do acting for a liv
ing, even if they have some control over the stage, they inhabit 
their own stage faces with caution: behind the mask, they lis
ten to their own feelings at low volume. Cheerfulness in the 
line of duty becomes something different from ordinary 
good cheer. This applies much more to the flight attendant, 
who must try to be genuinely friendly to a line of strangers, 
than to the commissary worker, who can feel free to hate 
packing the three-hundredth jello cup onto a lunch tray. 

THE CULTURE'S RESPONSE 

Estrangement from display, from feeling, and from what feel
ings can tell us is not simply the occupational hazard of a few. 
It has firmly established itself in the culture as permanently 
imaginable. All of us who know the commercialization of hu
man feeling at one remove-as witness, consumer, or critic-
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have become adept at recognizing and discounting commer
cialized feeling: "Oh, they have to be friendly, that's their job:' 
This enables us to ferret out the remaining gestures of a pri
vate gift exchange: "Now that smile she really meant just for 
me:' We subtract the commercial motive and collect the per
sonal remainders matter-of-factly, almost automatically, so or
dinary has the commercialization of human feeling become. 

But we have responded in another way, which is perhaps 
more significant: as a culture, we have begun to place an un
precedented value on spontaneous, "natural" feeling.* We are 
intrigued by the unmanaged heart and what it can tell us. 
The more our activities as individual emotion managers are 
managed by organizations, the more we tend to celebrate the 
life of unmanaged feeling. This cultural response found its 
prophets in late eighteenth-century philosophers like Rous
seau and its disciples in the Romantic movement of the nine
teenth-century; but widespread acceptance of the view that 
spontaneous feeling is both precious and endangered has oc
curred only recently, in the mid-twentieth century. 

According to Lionel Trilling, in his classic work Sincerity 
and Authenticity, there have been two major turning points in 
the public evaluation of expressed feeling. The first was the 
rise (and subsequent fall) of the value that people put on 
sincerity. The second was a rise in the value placed on au
thenticity.4 In the first case, the value attached to sincerity 
rose as its corresponding flaw, insincerity or guile, became 
more common. In the second case, I think the same princi
ple has been at work: the value placed on authentic or"natu
ral" feeling has increased dramatically with the full emer
gence of its opposite - the managed heart. 

* People want to be their "authentic" selves. As Marshall Berman has put it: "To 
pursue authenticity as an ideal, as something that must be achieved, is to be self
consciously paradoxical. But those who seek authenticity insist that this paradox is 
built into the structure of the world they live in. This world, they say, represses, 
alienates, divides, denies, destroys the sel[ To be oneself in such a world is not a 
tautology but a problem" (1970, p. xvi). 
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Before the sixteenth century, Trilling says, insincerity was 
neither a fault nor a virtue. "The sincerity of Achilles or 
Beowulf cannot be discussed; they neither have nor lack sin
cerity."5 It simply had no relevance. Yet during the sixteenth 
century, sincerity came to be admired. Why? The answer is 
socioeconomic. At this period in history, there was an in
creasing rate of social mobility in England and France; more 
and more people found it possible, or conceivable, to leave 
the class into which they had been born. Guile became an 
important tool for class advancement. The art of acting, of 
making avowals not in accord with feeling, became a useful 
tool for taking advantage of new opportunities. As mobility 
became a fact of urban life, so did guile and people's under
standing that guile was a tool.6 

Sincerity for its part came to be seen as an inhibition of the 
capacity to act before a multiplicity of audiences or as an ab
sence of the psychic detachment necessary to acting. The sin
cere, "honest soul" came to denote a "simple person, unso
phisticated, a bit on the dumb side."7 It was considered 
"dumb" because the art of surface acting was increasingly un
derstood as a useful tool. When mobility became a fact of ur
ban life, so did the art of guile, and the very interest in sincer
ity as a virtue declined.* Modern audiences, in contrast to 
nineteenth-century ones, became bored with duplicity as a 
literary theme. It had become too ordinary, too unsurprising: 
"The hypocrite-villain, the conscious dissembler, has become 
marginal, even alien, to the modern imagination of the moral 
life. The situation in which a person systematically misrepre
sents himself in order to practice upon the good faith of an
other does not readily command our interest, scarcely our 
credence. The deception we best understand and most will
ingly give our attention to is that which a person works upon 

* "If sincerity has lost its former status, if the word itself has for us a hollow 
sound and seems almost to negate its meaning, that is because it does not propose 
being true to one's self as an end but only as a means" (Trilling 1972, p. 9). 
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himself'S The point of interest has moved inward. What fas
cinates us now is how we fool ourselves. 

What seems to have replaced our interest in sincerity is an 
interest in authenticity.9 In both the rise and the fall of sincer
ity as a virtue, the feeling of sincerity "underneath" was as
sumed to be something solid and permanent, whether one 
was true to it or betrayed it. Placing a value on guile 
amounted to placing a value on detachment from that solid 
something underneath.!O The present-day value on "authen
tic" or "natural" feeling may also be a cultural response to a 
social occurrence, but the occurrence is different. It is not the 
rise of individual mobility and the individual use of guile in 
pleasing a greater variety of people. It is the rise of the corpo
rate use of guile and the organized training of feeling to sus
tain it. The more the heart is managed, the more we value the 
unmanaged heart. 

Rousseau's Noble Savage was not guided by any feeling 
rules. He simply felt what he felt, spontaneously. One clue to 
the modern-day celebration of spontaneous feeling is the 
growing popularization of psychological therapies, especially 
those that stress "getting in touch with" spontaneous feeling. ll 
Consider them: Gestalt, bioenergetics, biofeedback, encoun
ter, assertiveness training, transactional analysis, transcen
dental meditation, rational-emotive therapy, LSD therapy, 
feeling therapy, implosive therapy, EST, primal therapy, con
ventional psychotherapy, and psychoanalysis. Therapy 
books, as the linguist Robin Lakoff has said, are to the twenti
eth century what etiquette books were to the nineteenth. This 
is because etiquette has itself gone deeper into emotional life. 

The introduction of new therapies and the extension of 
older ones have given a new introspective twist to the self
help movement that began in the last century.* To that twist is 

• The significance of the growth of new thera pies cannot be dismissed by the 
argument that they are simply a way of extendingjobs in the service sector by creat
ing new needs. The question remains, why tfU!se needs? Why the new need to do 
something about how you feel? The new therapies have also been criticized, as the 
old self-help movement was, for focusing on individual solutions to the exclusion of 
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now added the value on unmanaged feelings. As practition
ers of Gestalt therapy put it: "The childish feelings are impor
tant not as a past that must be undone but as some of the most 
beautiful powers of adult life that must be recovered: sponta
neity, imagination:'12 Again, in Born to Win, two popularizers 
of transactional analysis collapse a more general viewpoint 
into a simple homily: "Winners are not stopped by their con
tradictions and ambivalences. Being authentic, they know 
when they are angry and can listen when others are angry 
with them:'13 Winners, the suggestion is, do not try to know 
what they feel or try to let themselves feel. They just know and 
they just feel, in a natural, unprocessed way. 

Ironically, people read a book like Born to Win in order to 
learn how to try to be a natural, authentic winner. Spontaneity 
is now cast as something to be recovered; the individual learns 
how to treat feeling as a recoverable object, with ego as the 
instrument of recovery. In the course of "getting in touch 
with our feelings;' we make feelings more subject to com
mand and manipulation, more amenable to various forms of 
management. 14 

While the qualities of Rousseau's Noble Savage are cele
brated in modern pop therapy, he did not act in the way his 
modern admirers do. The Noble Savage did not "let" himself 
feel good about his garden. He did not "get in touch with" or 
"into" his resentment. He had no therapist working on his 
throat to open up a "voice block:' He did not go back and 
forth between hot and cold tubs while hyperventilating to get 
in touch with his feelings. No therapist said to him, "Okay, 
Noble Savage, let's try to really get into your sadness." He did 
not imagine that he owed others any feeling or that they owed 

social ones and for legitimating the message "Look out for Number One" (Lasch, 
1976b). This critique is not wrong in itself, but it is partial and misleading. It is my 
own view that the capacity to feel is fully analogous to the capacity to see or hear; 
and if that capacity is lost or injured, it is wise to restore it in whatever way one can. 
But to attach the cure to a solipsistic or individualistic philosophy of life or to as
sume that one's injury can only be self-imposed is to contribute to what I have 
called (with optimism) a "prepolitical" stance. 
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him any. In fact, the utter absence of calculation and will as 
they have become associated with feeling is what nowadays 
makes the Noble Savage seem so savage. But it is also-and 
this is my point-what makes him seem so noble. 

Why do we place more value now on artless, unmanaged 
feeling? Why, hopelessly and romantically, do we imagine a 
natural preserve of feeling, a place to be kept "forever wild"? 
The answer must be that it is becoming scarce. In everyday 
life, we are all to some degree students of Stan islav ski; we are 
only poorer or better at deep acting, closer or more remote 
from incentives to do it well. We have carried our ancient ca
pacity for gift exchange over a great commercial divide where 
the gifts are becoming commodities and the exchange rates 
are set by corporations. Jean-Jacques Rousseau as a flight at
tendant for Delta Airlines might add to his eighteenth-cen
tury concern for the faceless soul beneath the mask a new 
concern for the market intrusion into the ways we define our
selves and for how, since his day, that intrusion has expanded 
and organized itsel£ 

THE FALSE SELF 

Both psychoanalysts and actors, from different perspectives, 
have spoken about a "false self," which is a disbelieved, un
claimed self, a part of "me" that is not "really me:' To the psy
choanalyst, the false self embodies our acceptance of early 
parental requirements that we act so as to please others, at 
the expense of our own needs and desires. This sociocentric, 
other-directed self comes to live a separate existence from the 
self we claim. In the extreme case, the false self may set itself 
up as the real self, which remains completely hidden. More 
commonly, the false self allows the true self a life of its own, 
which emerges when there is little danger of its being used by 
others. 

The actual content of feelings-or wishes, or fantasies, 
or actions-is not what distinguishes the false self from the 
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true self; the difference lies in whether we claim them as "our 
own." This claiming applies to our outward behavior, our sur
face acting: "I wasn't acting like myself' It also applies to our 
inner experience, our deep acting: "I made myself go to that 
party and have a good time even though I was feeling 
depressed:' 

Professional actors think of the false self as a marvelous 
resource that can be drawn upon to move audiences to laugh
ter or tears. They find some margin of unclaimed action and 
feeling to be wonderfully helpful in getting into the part. The 
danger for the actor lies in becoming the part he plays, in feel
ing that he is Hamlet.* 

Among ordinary people, the false or unclaimed self is what 
enables one to offer the discretion, the kindness, and the gen
erosity that Noble Savages tend to lack. It is a healthy false self 
By giving up infantile desires for omnipotence, a person 
gains a "place in society which can never be attained or main
tained by the True Self alone."15 

Christopher Lasch has recently speculated that our cul
ture's latest model of an unhealthy false self may be the nar
cissist.16 The narcissist feeds insatiably on interactions, com
peting desperately for love and admiration in a Hobbesian 
dog-eat-dog world where both are perpetually scarce. His ef
forts are self-perpetuating because he must discount the 
results: what admiration he does receive, after all, is offered 
to his false self, not his real one. 

But our culture has produced another form of false self: 
the altruist, the person who is overly concerned with the 
needs of others. In our culture, women - because they have 
traditionally been assigned the task of tending to the needs of 
others-are in greater danger of overdeveloping the false 
self and losing track of its boundaries. If developing a narcis-

* Stanislavski warned: "Always act in your own person, as an artist. You can 
never get away from yourself. The moment you lose yourself on the stage marks ... 
the beginning of exaggerated false acting. For losing yourself in the part, you kill 
the person whom you portray, for you deprive 'him' of the real source oflife for a 
part" (1965, p. 167). 
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sistic false self is the greater danger for men, developing an 
altruistic false self is the greater danger for women. Whereas 
the narcissist is adept at turning the social uses of feeling to 
his own advantage, the altruist is more susceptible to being 
used-not because her sense of self is weaker but because 
her "true self" is bonded more securely to the group and its 
welfare. 

Added to the private sexual division of emotional labor is 
now the trend toward organizing the ways in which public
contact workers manage emotion. Organizations do this in 
hopes of having the worker's true self come to work. They 
hope to make this private resource a company asset. Yet the 
more the company offers the worker's true self for sale, the 
more that self risks seeming false to the individual worker, 
and the more difficult it becomes for him or her to know 
which territory of self to claim. 

Given this problem, it becomes all the more important to 
have access to feeling itself It is from feeling that we learn the 
self-relevance of what we see, remember, or imagine. Yet it is 
precisely this precious resource that is put in jeopardy when a 
company inserts a commercial purpose between a feeling and 
its interpretation. 

For example, flight attendants in Delta's Recurrent Train
ing classes were told: "When you get mad at some guy for 
telling you that you owe him a smile, you're really mad only 
because you're focusing on yourself, on how you feel. Get your 
mind off yourself Think about how the situation looks to him. 
Usually he doesn't mean a thing by it. And anyway that kind 
of behavior isn't going to change for a long, long time. So don't 
get mad at that:' When a flight attendant feels angry at a pas
senger in this situation, what does her anger signal? Accord
ing to the teacher in Recurrent Training, it indicates that she 
is mislocating herself in the world, that she is seeing the man 
who demands a smile in the wrong sort of way-that she is 
oversensitive, too touchy. It does not signal a perception about 
how emotional display maintains unequal power between 
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women and men, and between employees and employers. It 
indicates something wrong with the worker, not something 
wrong with the assumptions of the customer or the company. 
In this way the company's purposes insinuate themselves into 
the way workers are asked to interpret their own feelings. It 
raises questions for them at every turn. "Is that how I should 
think about my anger? Is this how the company wants me to 
think about it?" Thus the worker may lose touch with her 
feelings, as in burnout, or she may have to struggle with the 
company interpretation of what they mean. 

Coping with the costs of emotional labor calls for great in
ventiveness. Among themselves, flight attendants build up an 
alternative way of experiencing a smile or the word "girl"-a 
way that involves anger and joking and mutual support on the 
job. And in their private lives-driving back home on the 
freeway, talking quietly with a loved one, sorting it out in the 
occasional intimacy of a worker-to-worker talk-they sepa
rate the company's meaning of anger from their own mean
ing, the company rules of feeling from their own. They try to 
reclaim the managed heart. These struggles, like the costs 
that make them necessary, remain largely invisible because 
the kind oflabor that gives rise to them -emotional labor- is 
seldom recognized by those who tell us what labor is. 

On Broadway Avenue in San Francisco there was once an 
improvisational theater called The Committee. In one of its 
acts, a man comes to center stage yawning, arms casually out
stretched as if ready to prepare himself for bed. He takes off 
his hat and lays it methodically on an imaginary bureau top. 
Then he takes off his hair, a wig apparently. He slowly pulls 
offhis glasses and massages the bridge of his nose where his 
glasses had rubbed. Then he takes off his nose. Then his 
teeth. Finally he unhitches his smile and lies down to sleep, a 
man finally quite "himself" 

This insinuation of the "false" into the "true;' of the arti
ficial into the natural, is a widespread trouble. One main 
cause of it, as it applies to feeling, is that people are made 
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increasingly aware of incentives to use feeling. Those who 
perform emotional labor in the course of giving service are 
like those who perform physical labor in the course of mak
ing things: both are subject to the rules of mass production. 
But when the product-the thing to be engineered, mass
produced, and subjected to speed-up and slowdown-is a 
smile, a mood, a feeling, or a relationship, it comes to belong 
more to the organization and less to the self And so in the 
country that most publicly celebrates the individual, more 
people privately wonder, without tracing the question to its 
deepest social root: What do I really feel? 



AFTERWORD TO THE TWENTIETH 
ANNIVERSARY EDITION 

After The Managed Heart first appeared, I began to receive 
visits from flight attendants, nurses, and others who did 
emotional labor for a living and to receive long letters 
from scholars who wanted to study it. From both, I learned 
much more about emotional labor than I knew when I 
wrote the book. Some flight attendants flew in from Lon
don, Sydney, Atlanta, Chicago, Dallas, New York (flight 
attendants are a mobile lot). And when I traveled by air 
myself, some flight attendants caught the name and warmly 
wrung my hand. Twice I was offered a free bottle of wine. 
Several times I spoke at union meetings. In all of my con
tacts with flight attendants, they recounted personal stories 
of mustering cheer when they were depressed, suppressing 
fear at danger, and meeting rudeness with good humor. 
Some said the job wasn't as bad as I'd said. Mostly they 
thanked me for giving a name to what they did so much of 
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the day, emotional labor. Much of the anguish I heard was 
linked to the sheer invisibility of emotional labor. An Aus
tralian nurse described, over tea at my house, how galling 
it felt to give loving care daily to needy dying patients and 
be ignored by emotionally obtuse surgeons, for whose ab
sence of bedside manner she was quietly making up. "The 
surgeons take the cancer out," she explained, "but med
ically and emotionally, we nurses get the patients through 
the ordeal. Why can the world see and credit what the doc
tors do, but not what the nurses do?" 

On one television program about the book, the host 
took me aside afterward to explain that he too had to 
psyche himself up to be on camera, on the show he'd just 
hosted. Ludicrously, I was invited to talk on national TV 
with Miss Manners, the unofficial queen of modern Ameri
can etiquette, about polite smiling. The TV producers 
rightly supposed Miss Manners would favor smiling and 
wrongly supposed I'd oppose it. Trivial and serious, it all 
went into my researcher's notebook. 

On the scholarly front, I was also gratified to see my 
ideas applied, refined, and richly developed by other re
searchers. Scholars studied emotional labor among such 
employees as social workers, retail sales clerks, Disneyland 
ride operators, waitresses, receptionists, youth shelter 
workers, telemarketers, personal trainers, nursing home 
caregivers, professors, policemen, midwives, door-to-door 
insurance salesmen, police detectives, hair stylists, and sher
iff's interrogators. Pam Smith, a former nurse, wrote a 
book about emotional labor of nurses, and Jennifer 
Pierce, a former student of mine, wrote one about the 
emotional labor of lawyers, paralegals, and secretaries.! 

Some of these workers were well-paid professionals, oth
ers were part of what Carmen Siriani and Cameron Mac
donald call the "emotional proletariat."2 In their excellent 
1999 essay, "Emotional Labor Since The Managed Heart," 
Ronnie Steinberg and Deborah Figart note the questions 
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various researchers have pursued - how much do we 
work on our own feelings and how much on those of other 
people? How natural or managed is our cheerful "Hi 
there, thanks for shopping Walmart"? Who, emotionally 
speaking, do we address - the boss, the client, the general 
public? How can a person sustain loyalty to the company 
in an era of layoffs, when the company isn't loyal in re
turn?3 How much does management acknowledge a 
worker's emotional labor? Steinberg and Figard discovered 
one gourmet deli that certainly recognized it in its com
pany mission statement: 

Under no circumstances should a customer ever wonder if 
you are having a bad day. Your troubles should be masked 
with a smile. Tension can be seen and received negatively re
sulting in an unhappy dining experience or what is called 
frustrated food. Once an unhappy or dissatisfied customer 
walks out the door, they are gone forever" (italics in original).4 

Some scholars like Gideon Kunda, in his book, Engineering 
Culture: Control and Commitment in a High-Tech Corporation, 
focus on how the company culture of an American firm 
can help make work so engrossing to its employees. In his 
book, Emotions at Work: Normative Control, Organizations and 
Culture in japan and America, Aviad Raz compares an Amer
ican with a Japanese company to get at the national cul
tures they rely on. Raz suggests, for example, that smile 
training has become a global fad but that the fad itself 
works very differently in the US and Japan. Japanese man
agers criticized American managers for settling for spirit
less, externally-imposed smiles, Raz notes, and themselves 
appeal to the workers' underlying "chi" (spirit). But the 
Japanese entice this "chi" by evoking guilt or shame. In the 
Tokyo Dome Corporation, managers placed video cameras 
behind the cash registers of unfriendly sales clerks and 
later shamed them by showing the telltale videos to fellow 
workers. It isn't just late capitalism that's at work here, 
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he suggests, but the use capitalism makes of a national 
culture. 

Yet another group of studies have focused on the conse
quences - burn out, stress, physical collapse - and the 
recognition and financial compensation given to those 
who do emotional labor and risk these effects. In a compa
rable worth study for the State of New York, Ronnie Stein
berg and Jerry Jacobs found that jobs that involved "contact 
with difficult clients" and with the public in general had 
more than their share of women. But the more "communi
cation with the public" their job required, the less they 
earned. "Contact with difficult clients" won them no extra 
pay. 5 Another researcher on emotional labor, Rebecca 
Erickson, appeared as a witness in the House of Represen
tatives on the topic of "Emotional labor, burnout, and the 
nationwide nursing shortage." 

Researchers such as Marjorie DeVault have explored 
emotion management in the private side of life - in "pass
ing" among lesbian and gay parents, in keeping up racial 
pride among people of color, in the maintenance of chil
dren's self esteem by single moms. Others have studied, 
from this view point, gay Christian support groups, couples 
in marital counseling, moms trying to foster good dad
child relations, and parents who anxiously aid their chil
dren applying to private high schools. One author has 
written about situations in which emotion work is doomed 
to fail. Given the growing interest in emotion, a new sec
tion of the American Sociological Association formed on 
the Sociology of Emotion. All of this research offers wel
come and promising leads into new fields and much of it 
deeply enriches our understanding of all the ways we can 
manage our hearts. As a whole, such studies suggest a vital 
link between larger social contradictions and private ef
forts to manage feeling. Perhaps it is not simply emotion 
which has a signal function for us, as I have argued in this 
book, but emotion management itself. For acts of extreme 
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emotion management can alert us to contradictions in the 
wider society which create strains which call for emotional 
labor in daily life. 

Where are these contradictions? At work, at home, and in
creasingly, I believe, within the realm "in between" home 
and work. Since The Managed Heart first appeared in 1983, 
it seems to me that the job scene increasingly has divided 
in two. On one hand, large parts of the "emotional prole
tariat" are being automated out. Instead of a face-to-face 
conversation with a bank teller, more and more of us with
draw money from automatic teller machines. Instead of 
face-to-face conversations with an airline ticket agent, we 
buy our tickets on line. In the same way, bridge toll ma
chines, automated gas stations, and now a few grocery store 
machines are replacing toll takers, gas station attendants, 
and checkout clerks. We see less of their emotional labor 
because we see less of them. And we get our "Thank you's" 
and "Please come again's" from the screens of machines. 

On the other hand, new service jobs are cropping up at 
the same or higher occupational levels, jobs in what Nancy 
Folbre calls the "care sector," which now makes up 20% of 
the American labor force. Counted among them are nan
nies, childcare workers, au pairs who care for the young, 
and elder care workers and nursing home attendants who 
care for the old. Added to these traditional care jobs are 
new jobs which fill the need partly created by the increase 
in the number of affluent but time-bound working parents. 

But something yet more profound has changed as well. 
Until recently, we could talk about home and work and 
know that we were talking about one realm or the other. 
Indeed, most of the research on emotional management 
has explored either emotion management at work or emo
tion management at home. But over the last twenty years, 
a third sector of social life has slowly emerged - which I 
would call the realm of marketized private life. Those who 
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hold jobs in this sector don't work on an airplane and of
ten not in an office. And they aren't engaged in personal 
relations at home - that of husband to wife, lover to lover, 
parent to child, grandma to grandchild or friend to friend. 
They are at work but usually in or near someone else's 
home. 

Each realm has its own kind of feeling rules. If those in 
the realm of work follow the feeling rules of a company, 
and those at home rely on the feeling rules of kin, those in 
marketized domestic life draw on complex mixes of both 
work and family cultures. 

Nannies, au pairs, and servants have long been consid
ered "part of the family" in upper class homes, even if they 
did not always feel so. But joining them now in this third 
realm is what Rochelle Sharpe calls "the mommy industry" 
- specialists to whom busy working families now out
source family tasks. Some of the jobs they do are more per
sonal than others. In a recent article in Business Week, 
Michelle Conlin describes some entrepreneurs "eager to 
respond to the time crunch, creating businesses unimagin
able just a few years ago ... breast feeding consultants, 
baby-proofing agencies, emergency babysitting services, 
companies specializing in paying nanny taxes and others 
that install hidden cameras to spy on babysitters' behavior. 
People can hire bill payers, birthday party planners, kiddy 
taxi services, personal assistants, personal chefs, and, of 
course, household managers to oversee all the personnel."6 
One ad posted on the Internet includes, in the list of avail
able services, "pet care, motor vehicle registration, holiday 
decorating, personal gift selection, party planning, night 
life recommendations, personal/professional correspon
dence, and credit card charge disputes." The services of 
others are implied in the names of the agencies that offer 
them - Mary Poppins, Wives for Hire (in Hollywood) or 
Husbands for Rent (in Maine).7 One agency, Jill of All 
Trades, organizes closets and packs up houses. Clients 
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trust the assistant to sort through their belongings and 
throw the junk out. As the assistant commented, "People 
don't have time to look at their stuff. I know what's impor
tant."8 A company in Japan actually offers the services of a 
person who helps someone break off a romantic relation
ship. And a recent Internet job description read as follows: 

Administrative assistant with corporate experience and a 
Martha Stewart edge to manage a family household ... A do
mestic interest is required and the ability to travel is neces
sary. Must enjoy kids! This is a unique position requiring both 
a warm-hearted and business-oriented individual.9 

Not only do the qualities called for in the assistant cross 
the line between market and home, results can cross a 
more human line as well. As the Business Week reporter, 
Rochelle Sharpe, describes: 

Lynn Corsiglia, a human resources executive in California, 
remembers the disappointment in her daughter's eyes when 
the girl discovered that someone had been hired to help or
ganize her birthday party. "I realized that I blew the bound
ary," she says.lO 

She'd outsourced too much emotional labor. 

For a new book I'm working on, I'm now interviewing 
some incredibly empathic and creative people paid to help 
families. And they all face the bewildering task of figuring 
out how, exactly, to feel - like a professional expert, a sur
rogate sister, or a visiting aunt? And if a sister, in the spirit 
of what national or religious culture? In traditional work
places, the mission statement or personnel manual or boss 
implicitly tell you how to feel. At home, your kin do. But 
in the marketized domestic realm, the answers are up 
for grabs. 11 

On the fringe of this third sector of marketized domes
ticity, we find jobs which are a commercial extension not 
of mother but of wife. The reader may find this ad as 
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haunting as do 1. Appearing on the Internet on 6 March 
2001 was the following: 

(p/t) Beautiful, smart, hostess, good masseuse - $400/week. 
Hi there. 

This is a strange job opening, and I feel silly posting it, but 
this is San Francisco, and I do have the need! This will be a 
very confidential search process. 

I'm a mild-mannered millionaire businessman, intelligent, 
traveled, but shy, who is new to the area, and extremely inun
dated with invitations to parties, gatherings and social events. 
I'm looking to find as a "personal assistant," of sorts. The job 
description would include, but not be limited to: 
1. Being hostess to parties at my home ($40/hour) 
2. Providing me with a soothing and sensual massage 

($140/hour) 
3. Coming to certain social events with me ($40/hour) 
4. Traveling with me ($300 per day + all travel expenses) 
5. Managing some of my home affairs (utilities, bill-paying, 

etc., $30/hour) 
You must be between 22 and 32, in-shape, good-looking, 

articulate, sensual, attentive, bright and able to keep confi
dences. I don't expect more than 3 to 4 events a month, and 
up to 10 hours a week on massage, chores and other miscel
laneous items, at the most. You must be unmarried, UN
attached, or have a very understanding partner! 

I'm a bright, intelligent 30-year old man, and I'm happy to 
discuss the reasons for my placing this ad with you on re
sponse of your email application. If you can, please include a 
picture of yourself, or a description of your likes, interests, 
and your ability to do the job. 

NO professional escorts please! NO Sex involved! 
Thank YOU. 12 

What feeling rules might apply to interactions between the 
shy millionaire and a potential applicant for this job as 
personal assistant? The role of pleasant wife is here splin
tered into pieces, a price tag attached to each, and so the 
feeling rules are ambiguous. The man is not offering to be 
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a husband, of course; money is his side of the deal. But tac
itly overhanging the ad is the suggestion of a powerful fan
tasy of something he expects of a sexual and emotional 
nature. 

When I talked over this ad with some of my students at 
the University of California, Berkeley, one remarked that 
the man "wants to buy his way out of the grunt labor of a 
relationship." What did he mean? Perhaps that the shy mil
lionaire didn't want to have to follow family feeling rules. 
He didn't want to do emotional labor. He just wanted the 
results. And in holding out hopes of this, he is, perhaps, en
tertaining another fantasy - that he can altogether buy 
someone else's emotional labor. And herein may lie a 
growing social contradiction. 

For human beings have strong emotional - and in this 
case perhaps also sexual - needs over which commerce is 
a thin veil. So the shy millionaire may well be faced with 
the emotional task of keeping himself as detached from 
this personal assistant as he now supposes he can easily 
remain. And the assistant may have to manage some com
bination of pity, disdain, and attraction. And this relation
ship will be one of many in this growing realm of 
marketized private life. And how, in this realm, do we man
age our attachments to - and detachments from - one 
another? What do we feel? I don't know yet. But stay tuned. 
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Appendix A 

MODELS OF EMOTION 
From Darwin to Coffman 

Most of the arguments about specific aspects of emotion can 
be traced to a more fundamental difference between what 
may be called the organismic and the interactional view
points. Before I summarize these viewpoints and state my 
own position, it will be useful to acknowledge two barriers to 
any serious inquiry on this matter: first, the practice among 
social scientists of ignoring emotion or subsuming it under 
other categories; and second, the acceptance of several ideas 
about emotion that confuse any discussion of it. 

Some theorists have gone so far as to deny that emotion is a 
tenable concept. Thus the psychologist Elizabeth Duffy, after 
distinguishing between longitudinal concepts (which describe 
phenomena that occur sequentially) and cross-sectional con
cepts (which describe phenomena such as perception, 
thought, and emotion, which occur simultaneously) argued 
for dispensing with cross-sectional concepts altogether. She 
was correct to point out that they represent loose and over
lapping categories of phenomena (1941, p. 184). Unfortu
nately, her alternative simply eliminates the complexity we 
ought to be trying to describe. The same objection applies to 
social psychologists who believe that the exquisite care they 
take to avoid discussing feeling, in order to focus ever more 
intently and narrowly on cognition, increases the scientific 
character of their work. A content analysis of their own per
sonal speech habits over an average week would certainly 
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show that emotion is more central to life as they live it than to 
life as they study it. 

Many social psychologists give emotion short shrift by 
subsuming it under some conceptual umbrella. For example, 
in an otherwise informative study of soldiers' attitudes to
ward the Women's Army Corps in 1950, Suchman and col
leagues subsume emotion under the concept of affect: "Af
fect toward an object can be very generally classified as 
either positive or negative. For our purposes, however, an
noyance, anger, distrust, and fright are all shadings of nega
tive affect, and these shadings we shall ignore" (cited in New
comb et al. 1965, p. 48). When emotion is subsumed in this 
way, the interesting dimension of emotion becomes the "how 
much." What precisely there is "a lot" of or "a little" of is 
unclear. We lose the distinction between a fearful dislike of 
the Women's Army Corps and an angry dislike of it. We lose a 
wealth of clues about the various definitions of reality that 
people apply when adopting an attitude. We lose the idea 
that emotions reflect the individual's sense of the self-rele
vance of a perceived situation. We lose an appreciation of 
what the language of emotion can tell us.* 

For those who do not deny or subsume emotion, two other 
ideas sometimes obstruct our clear understanding of emotion. 
These are: (1) The idea that an emotion, like anger or jeal
ousy, can have an independent presence or identity within a 
person through time. (2) The idea that when possessed by 
emotion we are led to act irrationally and see distortedly. Be
cause these notions are sometimes applied by writers in both 
the organismic and the interactional camps, we should exam-

• There is loss when emotion is conceptually ripped away from the situation to 
which it is attached. When Aristotle discusses his fifteen emotions, Descartes his six, 
Hobbes his seven, Spinoza his three (with fony-eight derivatives), McDougall his 
seven, and Tomkins his eight, the immediate relation of emotion to viewpoint or 
frame is lost. This is also a problem with Joel Davitz's otherwise interesting attempt 
to formulate a dictionary of emotions (l969).Just as modern linguists now examine 
language as it is used in social context, so emotion, another sort of language, is best 
understood in relation to its social context. 
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ine their content before turning to the assumptions that di
vide the organismic and interactional theorists. 

Does emotion have a presence or identity independent of 
the person it is "in"? We talk as if it did. We commonly speak 
of "expressing," "storing," "getting in touch with," or even 
"spreading" an emotion. We speak of guilt as something that 
"haunts" us, or fear as something that "grips," "strikes;' "be
trays," "paralyzes," or "overwhelms" us. Fear, as we talk about 
it, is something that can lurk, hide, creep, look up, or attack. 
Love is something we fall into or out of. Anger is something 
that overtakes or overwhelms us. In this way of talking we 
use the fiction of some independent, outside agency in order 
to describe a contrasting inner state. 

As Roy Schafer points out in A New Language for Psycho
analysis (1976), the very way we normally talk about an emo
tion, our very use of nouns such as "anxiety" or "love" or 
"anger" suggests entity. Even verbals such as "fearing" or 
"dreading" (we can't speak of "anxiousing") are themselves 
abstractions and carry the same implications as the nouns 
they replace. Schafer proposes a new action language as a 
substitute for common parlance. He would remove expres
sions like "to fear" or "fearing" because they refer abstractly 
to a number of separate actions and modes of action; thus 
"to fear may subsume to flee, to avoid, to act timidly, or pla
catingly" (p. 275). Though Schafer is perceptive in identify
ing common expressions that embody problematic assump
tions, his action language seems to me too simple an 
apparatus for coping with the complexity of everyday emo
tionallife. 

Commonly we find ourselves speaking of emotion as if it 
had a location or residence. When we speak oflove as residing 
in the heart and envy in the bile, the heart and the bile are put 
in place of the person. The speaker personifies an organ or 
portrays emotion as "a substance or quantity of energy of a 
certain kind." We also speak of emotions as having some sort 
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of continuous identity, as when we sayan emotion is "stored" 
or "accumulated;' or when we refer to an "old" emotion. 

Metaphors that suggest agency, residence, and continuity 
through time often convey with uncanny precision just what 
itJeels like to experience an emotion; they enjoy a poetic ac
curacy. But they can get in the way of understanding how 
emotion works. 

A second idea that impedes our understanding of emotion 
is that the inner state of emotion is always associated with 
outer action that is irrational. This is sometimes the case and 
sometimes not. A man who feels fear at the sight of a rattle
snake moving toward him may run to safety. He may act ra
tionally. Were he not afraid, he might not run, which in the 
absence of other forms of protection, would be irrational. 
Again, a mother may, with the feeling oflove, reach out to hug 
her child. Here, too, the feeling and act seem consonant and 
"rational" in the sense that what a person does, under the in
fluence of feeling, gets people where they want to go as much 
if not more than what a person would do if not under the 
influence of feeling. They only reason I pose these obvious 
examples is that when people talk about "acting emotionally," 
it is often not these examples they cite. That is, we tend to 
associate the idea of emotion more with irrational or unwise 
actions than with rational or wise actions. This tendency 
results more from our cultural policy toward emotional life 
("watch out for it, manage it") than it results from observing 
the relation between feeling and action in all the common but 
inconspicuous instances in which they are related. 

TWO MODELS OF EMOTION 

Two basic models of emotion have emerged in the last cen
tury. From the work of Charles Darwin, William James, and 
the early Sigmund Freud, an organismic model appears.* 

* McDougall (1937, 1948) and Tomkins (1962) have also contributed to the or
ganismic model of emotion. Although Tomkins's theory covers a broad range of 
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From the works of John Dewey, Hans Gerth and C. Wright 
Mills, and Erving Goffman, versions of an interactional 
model appear. The two models differ in several fundamen
tal respects. 

First, the organismic model defines emotion as mainly a 
biological process. For the early Freud, emotion (affect) is 
libidinal discharge, for Darwin it is instinct, and for James it 
is the perception of a psychological process. By virtue of the 
stress on instinct and energy, the organismic theorists postu
late a basic fixity of emotion and a basic similarity of emotion 
across categories of people. For the interactionists, on the 
other hand, it is enough to say that emotion always involves 
some biological component. Whether the biological pro
cesses involved in fear, for example, actually differ from 
those involved in anger Games thought they do; Cannon 
proved they do not) is a matter oflittle theoretical interest to 
the interactionist, whose main concern is the meaning that 
psychological processes take on. 

Second, in the organismic model, the manner in which we 
label, assess, manage, or express an emotion is seen as extrin
sic to emotion and is therefore of less interest than how the 
emotion is "motored by instinct:' 

Third, in the organismic model, emotion is assumed to 
have a prior existence apart from introspection, and intro
spection is thought to be passive, lacking in evocative power. 
As one psychoanalytic theorist reasoned: 

Introspection provides abundant examples, one of which the 
reader, if he is so inclined, may notice in himself at this very 
moment. We know that a "feeling tone;' an affective quality, is 
always present as a part of our stream of experience, conscious 
or unconscious. Yet if this paper has captured your interest, it is 
probable that you have not been aware of your feelings during 
the past few minutes in which you have been reading it. If you 

phenomena, it focuses on the relationship between drive and emotion. He distin
guishes eight innate affects, which are said to be evoked by "innate activators" that 
serve as "drive signals:' 
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now set it aside for a moment and introspect, you will notice 
your own immediate feeling. You may be comfortable, slightly 
irritated, mildly depressed, etc., but some feeling will be there. 
The affect, until you noticed it, had been present but not in awareness: it 
was preconscious. (Pulver 1971, p. 351; my emphasis) 

For the interactionist, it is highly questionable that the 
feeling had been present all along. How do we know, they 
ask, that the very focusing of attention and use of cognitive 
power does not in itself evoke the feeling? And if the act of 
attending to feeling helps shape the feeling itself, that feel
ing cannot be referred to independently of these acts. Simi
larly, for the interactionist, the act of management is insepa
rable from the experience that is managed; it is in part the 
creation of that emerging experience. Just as knowing affects 
what is known, so managing affects what is "there" to be 
managed. This reflexivity of expression is generally doubted 
by organismic theorists (see Lofgren 1968). In the organic, 
"discharge" theory of affects, the manifestation of an emo
tion is almost epiphenomenal because emotion is presumed 
to be linked to impervious organic givens.* In sum, for the 
interactional theorists, emotion is open-ended whereas for 
the organismic theorists it is fixed. 

Fourth, the organismic stress on instinctual fixity reflects 
an interest in the origins of emotion, a subject of little con
cern to interactionalists. Darwin, for example, traces emo
tion back to its phylogenetic origin and points to evidence of 
similarities between emotions in animals and in human be
ings. Freud traces emotion experienced in the present back 
to ideas whose origin often lies in childhood (Brenner 1974, 
p. 542). The interactional model, on the other hand, points 
attention away from origins and focuses instead on aspects 
of emotion that uniquely differentiate social groups of nor
mal adult humans. 

• In the early Freudian model, a lack of reflexivity implies that ego cannot 
much alter the character of emotion. Sometimes this is explicit: Alexander and 
Isaacs note, "It seems unlikely that the ego changes the quality of the affect" (1964, 
p. 232). Often buttressing this view is the notion that the ego is weak, as it is for the 
child. For the interactionist, the prototypic ego is that of the normal adult, and it 
has a moderate amount of strength. 
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Each difference between the two models implies different 
links between social factors and emotion. In the organismic 
model, social factors merely "trigger" biological reactions 
and help steer the expression of these reactions into custom
ary channels. In the interactional model, social factors enter 
into the very formulation of emotions, through codification, 
management, and expression. 

THE ORGANISMIC MODEL 

Charles Darwin. Darwin's The Expression of the Emotions in Man 
and Animals (1872) has offered a model of emotion for vari
ous other theorists and researchers. Darwin focuses on emo
tive expressions-that is, on visible gestures-and not on the 
subjective meanings associated with them. These gestures, 
he posits, were acquired during a prehistoric period and 
have survived as "serviceable associated habits:' Originally 
linked to actions, these emotive gestures become actions 
manque. The emotion of love, for example, is the vestige of 
w hat was once a direct act of copulation. The baring of teeth 
in rage is a vestige of the once immediate act of biting. The 
expression of disgust is the vestige of what was once the im
mediate act of regurgitating a noxious thing. For Darwin, 
there is no emotion without gesture although there may be 
gesture without action. 

Darwin's theory of emotion, then, is a theory of gesture. 
The question for later students thus became: are emotive 
gestures universal or are they culturally specific? Darwin's 
own general conclusion was that they were universal. * The 

* Darwin distinguished between facial expressions of emotion that are innate 
and universal and facial gestures (not necessarily of emotion) that are learned and 
thus culturally variable. He devised a sixteen-item questionnaire and sent it to 
thirty-six missionaries and others who had lived in non-Western societies. One 
question was: "Can a dogged or obstinate expression be recognized, which is chiefly 
shown by the mouth being firmly closed, a lowering brow, and a slight frown?" 
Based on his returned questionnaires, Darwin concluded that "the chief expressive 
actions" of human beings were innate and therefore universal. Despite his gener
ally universalist interpretations, however, Darwin concluded that some nonverbal 
behaviors (such as weeping, kissing, nodding, and shaking the head in affirmation 
and negation) were not universal but culture-specific and "learned like the words 
of a language" (quoted by Dane Archer in Rosenthal et al. (1979, p. 352). 
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debate has been carried forward by those who argue that 
emotional expressions are probably innate (Ekman 1971, 
1983; Ekman et al. 1972) and those who argue that they are 
modeled on language and therefore culturally variable 
(Klineberg 1938; Birdwhistell 1970; La Barre 1964; Hall 
1973; Rosenthal 1979, p. 201). What is missing from both 
sides of this debate is what was missing in Darwin's theory 
from the beginning: a conception of emotion as subjective 
experience and a more subtle and complex notion of how 
social factors impinge. 

Taking another tack, but subject to the same critique, 
Randall Collins unites a Darwinian concept of emotion with 
a Durkheimian notion of ritual as a means of arousing emo
tion (1975, p. 95).* He then argues (drawing on his conflict 
model) that men compete with each other for control of the 
ritual apparatus, which is a powerful tool for commanding 
people by controlling their emotions (pp. 59, 102). Yet in this 
interesting development of Darwin, the same push-button 
model of emotion remains unquestioned. 

Sigmund Freud. Freud's thinking on emotion, or affect, 
went through three major developments. In his early writ
ings he thought affect to be dammed-up libido indicating 
itself as tension and anxiety; affect was the manifestation of 
instinct.t At the turn of the century, he came to think of af
fect as a concomitant of drive. Then in 1923, in The Ego and 
the [d, he came to stress the role of the ego as a mediator 
between the id (drive) and conscious expression. Affects 
were now seen as signals of impending danger (from inside 
or outside) and as an impetus to action. The ego was as-

• Collins gets Darwin right but Durkheim wrong. Having imputed a stress on 
animal instincts to Durkheim (in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1965)), he 
presents himself as drawing from Durkheim this heritage from Darwin. He wants 
to link Durkheim to Darwin via an interest in the similarity of animals and human 
beings (Collins 1975, p. 95). In fact, whereas Darwin stresses the similarity between 
humans and other animals, Durkheim stresses their differences. Animals cannot 
symbolize, and so Durkheim was not very interested in them. 

t Thomas Scheff, in his essay "The Distancing of Emotion in Ritual," draws on 
Freud's early notion of catharsis and with it the idea of emotion as the "discharge" 
of one or more distressful emotions (grief, fear, embarrassment, anger). These 
emotions, he notes, are "physical states of tension in the body produced by stress" 
(Scheff 1977, p. 485). See also Hochschild (1977) and Glover (1939). 
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signed the capacity to postpone id drives, to neutralize or 
bind them (see Brenner 1974, p. 537). 

Unlike Darwin, Freud singled out one emotion-anxi
ety-as the model for all others, reasoning that it was more 
important because the unpleasantness of anxiety led to the 
development of various ego defenses against that unpleas
antness. As Brenner notes, "As analysts we recognize that 
anxiety occupies a special position in mental life. It is the 
motive for defense. Defenses serve the purpose of minimiz
ing, or, if possible, preventing the development of anxiety" 
(1974, p. 542). Anxiety was initially defined in a way that by
passes the ego: anxiety was "the reaction to an influx of stim
uli which is too great for the mental apparatus to master or 
discharge" (p. 533). Rejecting this model, Brenner suggests: 

Anxiety is an emotion ... which the anticipation of danger 
evokes in the ego. It is not present as such from birth or very 
early infancy. In such very early periods the infant is aware only 
of pleasure or displeasure. . .. As experience increases, and 
other ego functions develop (e.g., memory and sensory percep
tion), the child becomes able to predict or anticipate that a state 
of displeasure (a "traumatic situation") will develop. This dawn
ing ability of the child to react to danger in advance is the begin
ning of the specific emotion of anxiety, which in the course of 
further development we may suppose to become increasingly 
sharply differentiated from other unpleasant emotions. (Bren
ner 1953, p. 22) 

Freud's focus on anxiety was part of his concern with mas
sive, incapacitating, "pathological" emotions that exagger
ate the normal case. Furthermore, important as it is to un
derstand it, anxiety is not typical of all other emotions in 
several ways. We do not try to avoid joy or love in the way that 
we typically try to avoid anxiety. Anxiety is also atypical in 
that it is an emotion without a defined object; one is not anx
ious at someone in the same way that one is furious at or in 
love with someone. 

For Freud, unlike Darwin, the meaning of a feeling (the 
ideational representations associated with affect) is crucial 
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but often unconscious. As Freud explained, "To begin with it 
may happen that an affect or an emotion is perceived but 
misconstrued. By the repression of its proper presentation it 
is forced to become connected with another idea, and is now 
interpreted by consciousness as the expression of this other 
idea. If we restore the true connection, we call the original 
affect 'unconscious' although the affect was never uncon
scious but its ideational presentation had undergone repres
sion" (Freud, 1915b, p. 110).* Thus the focus in Freud's early 
writing on instinctual givens, on anxiety as the main connec
tion the individual has with them, and on the unconscious as 
a mediator between individual understanding and instinct 
led him to conceive of social influences mediated through 
the ego and superego as relatively unimportant. Like 
Darwin, he had little to say about how cultural rules might 
(through the superego) apply to the ego's operations (emo
tion work) on id (feeling). 

William James. If for Darwin emotion is instinctual gesture 
and if for the early Freud emotion (affect) is the manifesta
tion of dammed-up libido, for James emotion is the brain's 
conscious reaction to instinctual visceral changes. As James 
noted in his Principles of Psychology (1890): "My theory ... is 
that bodily changes follow directly the perception of the ex
citing fact and that our feeling of the same changes as they 
occur is the emotion" (cited in Hillman 1964, p. 50). 

This theory has been at the heart of much controversy 
between the centralists (such as Cannon and Schachter) and 
the peripheralists (such as James and Lange). t James 

• There is a lively debate on the question of whether, apart from ideas, feelings 
can be unconscious (see Pulver 1971). Motive and wish. as aspects of affect, are 
certainly assumed to be potentially unconscious. Fenichel (1954) and Greenson 
(1953), for example, hypothesize that boredom involves an unconscious attempt to 
convince oneself that one does not want to gratify an instinctual wish that is fright
ening, and therefore one has no wish to do anything. 

t As Hillman points out, there was a difference between james and Lange. For 
james, emotion is conscious feeling and bodily change together at the same time. 
For Lange emotion is bodily change. the feeling of which is secondary in conse
quence (Hillman 1964, p. 50). For a careful exegesis of james, see Hillman (1964), 
pp.49-60. 
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equates emotion with bodily change and visceral feeling. 
From this it follows that different emotions will be accompa
nied by different, not similar, bodily states. Manipulation of 
bodily states, by drugs or surgery, will also manipulate emo
tional states. Cannon's 1927 experimental work (1929) re
futed the James-Lange theory. He found that the total sepa
ration of the viscera from the central nervous system (which 
gives us our sensations) does not alter emotional behavior. 
The dog operated on could still, it was presumed, feel emo
tion. Further, the viscera are relatively insensitive and 
change slowly, unlike emotions (see Schachter and Singer 
1962, 1974; Kemper 1978; and Chapters Seven and Eight). 
After Cannon's work, psychologists sought to discriminate 
between emotional states according to cognitive factors. 
Thus, the Cannon research set the stage for future social 
psychology. Gerth and Mills note: "There do not, for exam
ple, seem to be noteworthy differences in the visceral accom
paniments of fear and anger .... We must go beyond the or
ganism and the physical environment to account for human 
emotions" (Gerth and Mills 1964, pp. 52-53). While "going 
beyond" does not mean ignoring the importance of physiol
ogy in emotion, it does mean working with a more intricate 
model than organismic theorists propose of how social and 
cognitive influences join physiological ones. 

THE INTERACTIONAL MODEL 

The organismic view reduces us to an elicitation-expression 
model. The interactional model presupposes biology but 
adds more points to social entry: social factors enter not 
simply before and after but interactively during the experi
ence of emotion. Let us say that a man becomes violently 
angry when insulted. What, in his cultural milieu, consti
tutes an insult? As his anger rises, does he recodify the real
ity to which he responds? Does some feature of the social 
context aid or inhibit him in this? Simultaneous to his out-
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burst, does he react with shame or with pride at the anger? 
Does he express the anger in ways that work it up or ways 
that bind it? These are the questions of the interactionist. If 
we conceptualize emotion as instinct, we never pose ques
tions about these points of social entry in the first place. By 
virtue of its g;reater complexity, the interactional model poses a 
choice between models of how social factors work. * 

Dewey, Gerth and Mills. Impulse, Dewey argued in 1922, is 
organized in interaction on the spot. "There are an in
definite number of original or instinctive activities which are 
organized into interests and dispositions according to the 
situation to which they respond" (Dewey 1922, p. 147). Thus, 
fear or anger have no common origin in a constitutional dis
position. Rather, each feeling takes its shape, and in a sense 
becomes itself only in social context. Dewey talks of how the 
self, in the process of charting a course of action, actively 
recharts and alters that course while interacting with the sit
uation. He does not apply these ideas of emergence and vari
ability to emotion, but he prepared the way for Gerth and 
Mills to do so. 

In the same way, George Herbert Mead did not talk about 
emotion, but he further cleared a path for doing so from an 
interactional perspective. In Mead's schema, the self is di
vided into the spontaneous uncontrolled "I" and the reflec
tive, directing, monitoring "me:' Had Mead developed a the
ory of emotion, he would have begun by elaborating his idea 
of the "I." To Mead, one person's "I" was as "spontaneous" as 
another's. He looked for no social differences in this aspect of 
self But his own notion of the importance of interaction in 
formulating the "me" that interacts could also be applied to 

* The task of integrating social patterns with "basic emotionality" was early 
recognized by Marvin Opler: "If, for example, there is no latency period, as is well 
known, in the Trobriands; if Zuni women feel little social sense of deprivation, 
Okinawans no great sexual shame or guilt, or Samoans little spontaneity and per
sonal freedom in contrast to Navajos; then not only do the mechanisms of adjust
ment vary, but the basic emotionality involved in a type of adjustment will vary as well" 
(\956, p. 28; emphasis mine). 
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the "I"; there may well be differences between the "I" in com
parable interactions of, say, an Englishman and an Italian. 

Gerth and Mills combine a theory of interaction from 
Mead, a notion of motivation from Freud, and structural 
ideas from Weber and Marx in their effort to discover ways 
in which social structure shapes character (1964, p. xiii). In 
essence, they do this by linking creeds and symbols to the 
motivations required for the enactment of institutional 
roles. Their ideas about emotion are their own; as they say, 
"George Mead had no adequate notion of emotions and mo
tives, no dynamic theory of the affective life of man" (p. xvii). 
They distinguish three aspects of emotion: gesture (or be
havioral sign), conscious experience, and physiological pro
cess. Of these three aspects they focus most on gesture - not 
as Darwin did, outside an interactional context, but as we see 
below, within an interactional context. Here, in their words, 
is how interaction enters into the process of defining feeling: 

When our feelings are vague and inchoate, the reactions of oth
ers to our gestures may help define what we really come to feel. 
For example, if a girl has been jilted at the altar and is generally 
upset about it, the responses of her mother may define the girl's 
feelings of sadness and great grief, or of indignation and anger. 
In such cases, our gestures do not necessarily "express" our 
prior feelings. They make available to others a sign. But what it 
is a sign of may be influenced by their reactions to it. We, in 
turn, may internalize their imputation and thus define our in
choate feeling. The social interaction of gestures may thus not 
only express our feelings but define them as well. (p. 55) 

The girl cries. The mother defines the crying as a sign of 
anger. The girl responds to her mother's interpretation of 
her tears. "Yes, anger more than sadness." And what the cry
ing "is a sign of" is in this way swayed in interaction with the 
mother. How do other people influence our understanding 
of what we feel and, more deep!y, even change the "object" of 
our understanding? How does this influence work differ-
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ently in different cultural contexts? Gerth and Mills pose 
these questions, but they pursue them no further. 

Erving Coffman. Gerth and Mills address the link between 
institutions and personalities. Yet the evanescent situations 
that make up what we call institutions, the situations in 
which we show our personality, are far more clearly por
trayed in the works of Erving Goffman. 

The work of Erving Goffman adds two useful ideas-or 
more precisely, vantage points, to Gerth and Mills: that of 
the affective deviant, the person with the wrong feeling for 
the situation and for whom the right feeling would be a con
scious burden; and that of the fly on the wall, for whom each 
second of human action is a long, long tale. 

The vantage point of the affective deviant allows Goff
man to demonstrate how the social solidarity we take for 
granted must be continually recreated in daily life. He 
seems to say, in portrait after portrait, it takes this much work 
for a group to laugh in simultaneous spontaneity, that much 
work to achieve engrossment in a game. The nature of the 
work varies marvelously, but the fact of it remains quietly 
constant. Beneath this constant is an implicit comparison 
with what it might be like for the actor to express what he or 
she feels regardless of social constraint or to what it might 
be like if conformity came naturally. For unlike Erich 
Fromm, Goffman does not assume that the individual is ef
fortlessly, pliantly social. On the other hand, the individual's 
social feelings are not repressed and made unconscious, as 
they are for Freud, but consciously suppressed or con
trolled. The social uses of emotion are clearly stated, but it is 
not so clear how the individual, apart from the group, can 
use them. 

As fly-on-wall, Goffman focuses on the scene, the situa
tion. Each situation, in his view, has a social logic of its own 
that people unconsciously sustain. Each situation "taxes" the 
individual, who in return gets protection from unpredict
ability and membership in something larger. The affective 
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deviant is one who tries to avoid paying these social taxes. 
Taxes, in turn, come in emotive currency. For example, em
barrassment is an individual's contribution to the group in 
the singular sense that embarrassment indicates that the in
dividual cares how he seems in company. Not to feel embar
rassed in certain situations is to violate the latent rule that 
one should care about how the group handles or mishandles 
one's identity. 

The problem with this rendition of reality is that there is no 
structural bridge between all the situations. There are "taxes" 
here and "taxes" there but no notion of an overarching pat
tern that would connect the "collections:' Social structure, to 
Erving Coffman, is only our idea of what many situations of a 
certain sort add up to. One moves, as Harvey Farberman puts 
it, "from one fractured island of reality" to the next, and all 
the work of making a situation seem real must begin afresh 
each time. To solve this problem, we should take what Coff
man has developed and link it to institutions on the one hand 
and to personality on the other. This would enable us to ac
count for what we predicate from one situation to the next, in 
both institutions and individuals. 

Coffman sharpens his focus by identifying the rules and 
microacts that are conceptual elements of any situation. 
Rules establish a sense of obligation and license as they apply 
to the microacts of seeing, thinking about, remembering, 
recognizing, feeling, or displaying. Consider, for example, 
the relation of obligation to act: "He will be obliged to prevent 
himself from becoming so swollen with feelings and a readi
ness to act that he threatens the bounds regarding affect that 
have been established for him in the interaction" (1967, pp. 
122-123). Or, a gamesman "has a right to deeply involve him
self' (1974, p. 22S). 

A rule can be distinguished by the micro-act it addresses. 
Some rules apply to paying attention (1967, p. llS) and thus 
govern feeling indirectly by governing what might evoke 
feeling. Other rules apply to feeling directly. For example: 
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"Participants will hold in check certain psychological states 
and attitudes, for, after all, the very general rule that one 
should enter into the prevailing mood in the encounter car
ries the understanding that contradictory feelings will be 
held in abeyance" (1961, p. 23). For the most part, however, 
rules apply only to what the individual thinks and displays, 
and the link to emotion is left unspecified. 

These rules are, in the main, not consciously recognized, 
"the questioned actor saying he performs for no reason or 
because he feels like doing so" (1967, p. 49). They are known 
indirectly, by the reaction that occurs when a rule is broken. 
They are also assumed to be generally agreed upon and un
changing. (Coffman does pose conflict, but it is less between 
one set of rules and another than between individual inter
ests and those of the group.) 

Just as Freud specialized in analyzing anxiety, so Coffman 
specializes in studying embarrassment and shame. Coffman 
shows us the self coming alive only in a social situation where 
display to other people is an issue. We are invited to ignore 
all moments in which the individual introspects or dwells on 
outer reality without a sense of watchers. Thus guilt, the sign 
of a broken internalized rule, is seldom if ever discussed. To 
discuss it would be to put the rule "inside" the actor, inside a 
sort of self that Coffman does not deal with. 

In discussing rules, micro-acts, and shame-prone actors, 
Coffman applies the overarching metaphor of acting. His 
rules are generally rules that apply when we are "on stage." 
We play characters and interact with other played characters. 
But for Coffman, acting is surface acting (see Chapter Three). 
The actor's mental focus is on the slope of a shoulder, the 
angle of a glance, or the tightness of a smile, not on any inner 
feeling to which such gestures might correspond. Deep acting 
is not as empirically alive in Coffman's work, and the theoreti
cal statement about it is correspondingly weaker. 

To develop the idea of deep acting, we need a prior notion 
of a self with a developed inner life. This, in Coffman's ac-
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tors, is generally missing. From no other author do we get 
such an appreciation of the imperialism of rules and such a 
hazy glimpse of an internally developed sel£ Coffman him
self describes his work as a study of "moments and their 
men, not men and their moments" (1967). This theoretical 
choice has its virtues, but also its limitations. 

At this point, a brief discussion of those limitations will be 
a convenient way to introduce my own approach to the study 
of emotion. Coffman's theory of rules and his theory of self 
do not correspond. He posits a relation between rule and 
feeling. Yet the actor he proposes has little inner voice, no 
active capacity for emotion management that might enable 
him or her to respond to such rules. Even as rules and micro
acts come alive in Coffman's work, the self that might per
form such acts, the self that might acknowledge, obey, or 
struggle against such rules, is correspondingly unreal. 
Where is the self as subject of emotive experience? What is 
the relation of act to self? Coffman speaks as if his actors can 
induce, or prevent, or suppress feeling-as if they had a ca
pacity to shape emotion. But what is the relation between 
this capacity to act and the self? Whatever other problems 
they posed, William James and Sigmund Freud proposed a 
self that could feel and manage feeling. Coffman does not. 

Coffman defines the self as a repository of inner "psycho
logical contributions." As he puts it: "The self ... as a per
formed character, is not an organic thing that has specific 
location ... [the performer and] his body merely provide 
the peg on which something of collaborative manufacture 
will be hung for a time ... and the means for producing and 
maintaining self do not reside inside the peg" (1959, pp. 252-
253). Actions happen to the self; but the self does not do 
them. Hence Coffman's language is riddled with passives. 
For "a person becomes engrossed," he writes that "a visual 
and cognitive engrossment occurs" (1961, p. 38). In addition, 
nouns do the work of verbs. For "people get involved," he 
writes that "focused gatherings do have ... significant prop-
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erties ... [and] the most crucial ofthese properties ... is the 
organismic psychological nature of spontaneous involve· 
ment" (1961, p. 38). Conversely, "frames" are said to act; they 
organize cognitive and visual attention, as if autonomously. 
In order to divest himself of the concept of self, Goffman 
must reify the concepts just adjacent to the self. Thus 
frames, or on rare occasions even feeling states, are given the 
thickness and weight and reality that is denied to the self. 
Both Herbert Blumer's critique of the implied passivity of 
the actor in sociological writing (1969) and Roy Schafer's cri· 
tique of psychoanalytic writing (1976) must be addressed to 
Goffman. When the self is theoretically dissolved into "psy
chological materials," no relation between social rules and 
private experience can be developed. 

In Goffman's theory, the capacity to act on feeling derives 
only from the occasion, not from the individual. The self 
may actively choose to display feelings in order to give out
ward impressions to others. But it is passive to the point of 
invisibility when it comes to the private act of managing 
emotion. The" I" is there, of course, in the many stories from 
the San Francisco Chronicle, in the passages from novels, in 
hangmen's accounts, in Ionesco plays, in Lillian Gish's auto
biography. But the private "I" is simply not there in theory. 
Feelings are contributions to interactions via the passive me
dium of a bodily self. We act behaviorally, not affectively. 
The system affects our behavior, not our feelings. 

A NEW SOCIAL THEORY OF EMOTION 

Goffman has carried the conceptual heritage of Dewey and of 
Gerth and Mills as far as he can without leaving his behavior
ism and his "moments and their men" perspective. But now we 
need a theory that allows us to see how institutions-such as 
corporations-control us not simply through their surveil
lance of our behavior but through surveillance of our feelings. 

Such a social theory of emotion must have both a social 
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and a psychological side. It can start by extending the ques
tion Gerth and Mills ask: How do institutions influence per
sonality? But we may specify that question: How do institu
tions control how we "personally" control feeling? In 
pursuit of an answer to this question, I draw, as Gerth and 
Mills did, on Weber's appreciation of the power of bureau
cracy and on Marx's sense of the interests that a bureaucracy 
actually serves. I also draw frequently on C. Wright Mills's 
focus, in White Collar, on the "sale of personality." But I add 
to Mills the notion that a personality is not simply "sold"; 
people actively manage feelings in order to make their per
sonalities fit for public-contact work. I also add three ele
ments found in Goffman: the focus on rules, the perspective 
of the affective deviant (the worker who is not obeying the 
feeling rules of the workplace), and an awareness of the ef
fort it takes to pay our "emotional dues" to an occasion. 

On the psychological side, a social theory of emotion must 
take into account that these emotional dues can be costly to 
the self Institutional rules run deep but so does the self that 
struggles with and against them. To manage feeling is to ac
tively try to change a preexisting emotional state. 

But then we must ask: What is emotion? Emotion, I sug
gest, is a biologically given sense, and our most important 
one. Like other senses-hearing, touch, and smell-it is a 
means by which we know about our relation to the world, 
and it is therefore crucial for the survival of human beings 
in group life. Emotion is unique among the senses, however, 
because it is related not only to an orientation toward action 
but also to an orientation toward cognition. 

The connection of emotion to an orientation toward 
action was key for Darwin. Indeed, he defined emotion as 
something quite close to this: as a protoaction, as what oc
curs instead of or before an action, as an action manque. An
ger, Darwin suggests, is the preact or prelude to killing, and 
love is the prelude to copulation; and we may add that envy 
is the prelude to stealing, gratitude the prelude to giving 
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back, and jealousy the prelude to excluding. Emotion, there
fore, is our experience of the body ready for an imaginary 
action. Since the body readies itself for action in physiologi
cal ways, emotion involves biological processes. Thus when 
we manage an emotion, we are partly managing a bodily 
preparation for a consciously or unconsciously anticipated 
deed. This is why emotion work is work, and why estrange
ment from emotion is estrangement from something of im
portance and weight. 

From the interactional theorists, then, we learn what gets 
done to emotion and feeling and also how feelings are a pre
amble to what gets done to them. From Darwin, as from 
other organismic theorists, we gain a sense of what, beneath 
the acts of emotion management, is there to be managed, 
with institutional guidance or in spite of it. Yet this is not the 
whole story. It is not simply true that the malleable aspect of 
emotion is "social" (the focus of the interactional theorists) 
and that the un malleable aspect of emotion is its biological 
link to action (the focus of the organismic theorists). Rather, 
the unmalleable aspect of emotion (which is what we try to 
manage) is also social. This point could be analytically sepa
rated from the rest of the thesis with no harm done, but I 
add it because I think it introduces still another avenue 
through which to develop a social theory of emotion. And 
for this account of the social influence on the unmalleable 
aspect of emotion I move to Freud's notion of the signal 
function of emotion, and from there to the influence of our 
prior expectations about how signals "signal." 

I have said that one reason emotion is unique among the 
senses is because it is related to cognition. Broadly inter
preted, cognition is involved in the process by which emo
tions "signal" messages to the individual. Freud wrote about 
the "signal function" of anxiety; anxiety, according to Freud, 
signaled the presence of a danger from within or outside the 
individual. It was a means by which the individual told of an 
apprehended danger. Similarly, other emotional states-
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such as joy, sadness, and jealousy -can be seen as the send
ers of signals about our way of apprehending the inner and 
outer environment. Thus to Darwin's idea of emotion as an 
action manque, we may add Freud's idea of the signal func
tion; they are two elaborations on how emotion, as a sense, 
differs from our other senses. 

But signaling is complex - it is not the simple conveying of 
information about the outside world. It is not a telling. It is a 
comparing. When an emotion signals a message of danger 
or safety to us, it involves a reality newly grasped on the tem
plate of prior expectations. A signal involves ajuxtaposition of 
what we see with what we expect to see-the two sides of 
surprise. The message "danger" takes on its meaning of 
"danger" only in relation to what we expect. (Sartre develops 
this point further, 1948.) 

In this regard, expectation enters into the signal function 
of feeling even as it enters into the signaling of other 
senses-sight, for example. What we see is known to be me
diated through our notions of what we expect to see. As the 
classic experiments of Solomon Asch have shown, a person 
who expects to see a long rod on a screen because others 
around him say they see a long rod reports that he "sees" a 
long rod even when the rod is short and what the person 
"sees" is short (1952). 

Prior expectations are part and parcel of what we see, and 
in the same way they are part of what we feel. The idea of 
prior expectation implies the existence of a prior self that 
does the expecting. For example, when we feel afraid, the 
fear signals danger. The realization of danger impinges on 
our sense of a self that is there to be endangered, a self we 
expect to persist in a relatively continuous way. Without this 
prior expectation of a continuous self, information about 
danger would be signaled in fundamentally different ways. 
Most of us maintain a prior expectation of a continuous self, 
but the character of the self we expect to maintain is subject 
to profoundly social influence. Insofar as our self and all we 
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expect is social- as by the time of adulthood it inevitably 
is-the way emotion signals messages to us is also influenced 
by social factors. 

Mechanisms of defense are ways of altering the relation of 
expectation to grasped fact as well as ways of altering each in 
itself in order to avoid pain. For example, if a woman sud
denly learns that her life partner has been killed, she may 
alter the character of her understanding of this event so as to 
keep it in line with what she expects-that he will still be 
living. She may defend against the self-relevance of the 
event: "This isn't happening to me." Or she may defend 
against the event itself: "He's still alive. I know he is. I don't 
believe he's dead." In these ways she holds prior expectation 
and current perception in a relation to one another that 
avoids pain. 

When we finally go on to make inferences from our feel
ings to "how I must be interpreting this event" or "what must 
be happening;' we seem to presume that our emotion signals 
not simply our apprehension of the world but our prior ex
pectations about it. It signals the relation between the two. 
As practical actors in the world, if not as theorists, we seem 
to read feeling as a tell-tale sign of "what we must have ex
pected or wanted" as well as a sign of "what was going on." 

To sum up, I am joining three theoretical currents. Draw
ing from Dewey, Gerth and Mills, and Goffman within the 
interactional tradition, I explore what gets "done to" emo
tion and how feelings are permeable to what gets done to 
them. From Darwin, in the organismic tradition, I posit a 
sense of what is there, impermeable, to be "done to;' namely, 
a biologically given sense related to an orientation to action. 
Finally, through Freud, I circle back from the organismic to 
the interactional tradition, tracing through an analysis of 
the signal function of feeling how social factors influence 
what we expect and thus what feelings "signal." 
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NAMING FEELING 

In Appendix A, I offer a review of research on emotion and 
my own three-part account of emotion. In this appendix, I 
examine the principle according to which we name feeling. 

To name a feeling is to name our way of seeing something, 
to label our perception.* As we see in Appendix A, perception 
is not all there is to emotion or feeling, nor is it its sole cause, 
but it is the principle according to which emotion and feeling 
are named. This is the idea advanced by the cognitive psy
chologist Judith Katz (1980). I develop it here to show that 
when we do not feel emotion, or disclaim an emotion, we 
lose touch with how we actually link inner to outer reality. 

This theory of emotion naming is an elaboration of what I 
have said at the end of Appendix A about the social in
fluences on the "signal function" of feeling. Feelings signal 
not only a newly apprehended reality (outer or inner) but 
what that reality impinges upon -our prior self and expec
tations. Now I want to turn this idea around and argue that 
the names we give emotions refer to the way we apprehend a 
given situation-the aspect of it we focus on-and what our 
prior expectations about it are. In short, feeling signals per
ception and expectation to us, and turning this around, dif
ferent patterns of perception and expectation correspond to 
different feeling names. Since culture directs our seeing and 
expecting, it directs our feeling and our naming of feeling. 

* We do not name feelings after physiological states, for good reason. It has 
long been known that physiologically, anger has much in common with fear 
(Schachter and Singer, 1962). Physiological differences are not pronounced 
enough from one feeling to another to account for the wide variety of emotion 
names we have in our language. Such differences can at best distinguish between 
general families of emotion. 

233 
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Thus what feelings "signal" to us as sociologists is how culture in
fluences what we feel and how we name it. 

In my attention to patterns of perception and expectation, 
I may seem to imply that people actively choose to focus and 
expect as they do. Sometimes-when people are under the 
directorship of Stanislavski or In-Flight Training, they do. 
But for the most part, we see and expect in ways we do not ac
tively direct and in ways we are often totally unconscious of. 

How do we name feeling? It seems artificial and simplis
tic, often, to apply only one name to what we feel. We can feel 
angry, guilty, disappointed, and frustrated, all with refer
ence to the same event. This does not mean that we are mo
mentarily possessed of a certain mixture of physiological 
states or expressions. It means, instead, that from moment to 
moment we are focusing on different features of the situa
tion. Compound emotions are serial perceptions. As Katz rightly 
points out, when we reminisce, the mind's eye moves from 
one point to another; the multiplicity of the emotions we 
name results from this movement of focus. 

Moving our attention from one point to another in a field 
of details brings together one interface after another be
tween inner and outer reality. We are always wanting or ex
pecting something, but we are not always attending to all the 
crystallizing details of a situation simultaneously. We hold, at 
most, two main points of focus and thus keep two facets of a 
situation in mind at the same time. We focus on one facet in 
light of another, with other facets providing background. 

Suppose, Katz suggests, an old and beloved friend of 
mine is killed in a car accident. My state of grief is not a 
condensed experience of sadness but the continual suscepti
bility to it as I reminisce. When I focus on the thought" I love 
him and want him" in light of the thought "he is dead now;' 
we call what I feel sadness. But if I focus on "I love and want 
him" while at the same time (through religious conviction or 
denial) disbelieving the evidence of his death, I do not for 
that moment feel sad. If through the voyages of the mind I 
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chance upon the thought "but we had precious good times 
and I have those memories;' for that moment we call what I 
feel happy and grateful. If I see "our precious good times" 
in light of the thought "but they're gone and lost now;' nostal
gia is the name for what I feel. 

Prior opinions or assumptions further differentiate 
named feeling. For example, when I consider the other 
friends of the accident victim and imagine their loss, what I 
feel depends on how I have regarded them in the past. If I 
have considered them to be equals, what I feel is compassion. 
If I have considered them inferior in some sense, what I feel 
is pity. 

If I dwell neither on the cause of the loss nor on the object 
of it (the friend) but on the intermediate fact that this trag
edy has simply happened to me, I feel frustration. I dwell on 
"I'm not getting what I want," set apart from notions of why 
I'm not getting it. But if I focus on the cause (the driver of 
the car that killed him), I feel what we call anger. 

Developing Katz's idea, Chart 1 at the end of this appen
dix describes some common emotions collected from over 
four hundred names of emotions and sentiments found in 
Roget's Thesaurus and The Random House Dictionary of the En
glish Language. Corresponding to each emotion name are 
five general categories of perceptual focus: (1) what I want, 
or like, or am attached to; (2) what I now see myself as hav
ing; (3) what I approve or disapprove; (4) the perceived 
causal agent of an event or object; and (5) the relation of 
myself to the causal agent. Each emotion has two main 
points of focus; about half of them have additional periph
eral points of focus. Let us consider a few examples of what 
Chart 1 attempts to explain. 

In sadness, I am focusing on what I love, like, or want and 
also on the fact that it is not available to me. I do not focus on 
what has caused the loss or absence nor on my relation to the 
cause of the loss. I do focus on my relationship to the loved 
object. In nostalgia, the focal points are the same but the fo-
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cus on the love or liking is stronger than the focus on what is 
gone, which adds sweetness to the bitterness of plain grief. 
In frustration, the focus is not on what I want that I don't have 
but on the self in this state of not having; the focus is on my not 
having rather than on the wanted thing. 

Anger, resentment, indignation, contempt, guilt, and an
guish all correspond to different patterns of focus on the 
cause of frustration and on my relation to this cause. If I feel 
as powerful or more powerful than the blameworthy party 
on whom I focus, we say I feel anger. If I see the causal agent 
as very much more powerful than myself, we say I feel fiar. 
(The brave are those who nurture the idea, or illusion, that 
they are as powerful as the agent of any threat to them.) In
dignation is a name for adding a focus on a thing that is dis
approved of; contempt is a name for adding a focus on one's 
social or moral superiority. Guilt is a name for seeing our
selves as the author of an unwanted event. Envy is a name for 
noting what we do not have but want and noting further that 
another has it. Jealousy is a name for a focus on the threat to 
something that we already suppose we possess. 

We call it love when we focus on the desirable qualities of a 
person or thing and on our closeness to him, her, or it. We 
call it admiration when we focus on the desirable qualities of 
the person in light of some attention to social distance. In 
awe, we take note of much greater social distance. As with all 
emotion, it is not that awe is a compound of entities in the 
sense that chemicals are compounds. What is combined are 
particular twists and turns of moment-to-moment noticings 
that lend context to seeing. As in the case of ail emotions, 
too, what is noted is experienced as relevant to the self. The 
emotion tells exactly how. 

NAMED AND UNNAMED WAYS OF SEEING 

We do not have names for all the possible combinations of 
primary and background focuses. No one culture has a mo-
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nopoly on emotions, and each culture may offer its own 
unique feelings. As the Czech novelist Milan Kundera wrote 
in The Book of Laughter and Forgetting: "Litost is a Czech word 
with no exact translation into any other language. It desig
nates ... a feeling that is the synthesis of many others: grief, 
sympathy, remorse, and an indefinable longing. . .. I have 
never found an equivalent in other languages for this sense of 
the word either, though I do not see how anyone can under
stand the human soul without if' Only by referring to several 
points of focus, several inner contexts, can Kundera suggest 
the quality of litost, a "state of torment caused by a sudden 
insight into one's own miserable self" (1981, pp. 121, 122). 

Why have we only the names for feelings that we have in 
English? Why should our set of feeling names vary from the 
"inventions" of feeling names in Arabic or in German? Ed
ward Sapir has noted that codified discriminations of vari
ous sights, sounds, and tastes vary culturally. The names for 
emotions also vary culturally. 

We have names for many ways of focusing on the object of 
blame for a frustrating event: anger, resentment, rage, exas
peration, irritation, and indignation. A society with less ten
dency to attribute blame to people and objects outside the 
self might have fewer names for doing this. Consider for a 
moment the cultural and structural story behind our words 
pride, shame, and pity. 

Pride. The word is opposite to shame (which implies focus 
on an outside audience) and also to guilt (which implies fo
cus on the self). There might be, though in English there are 
not, separate words for pride with and without a focus on an 
audience. There might be a special name for pride based on 
recognition actively bestowed by some known group (as in 
the case of honor), as opposed to recognition derived by im
personal means (Speier 1935). In Yiddish, the language of a 
highly familistic social group, there is a special word for 
pride in one's family, and especially in one's children
nachus. The focus to which the word refers is dual: "My chil-
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dren have done gloriously" and" I am tied to my children." 
In English there is no word specifically designated for pride
in-my-children, or, for that matter, pride-in-my-community, 
or pride-in-my-political group. 

Shame. There are "seeing rules" about being watched that 
correspond to systems of social control. Under control, the 
rule is to notice whether or not one is being watched. Under 
more impersonal social control, the rule is to notice imper
sonal rules and less attention is paid to the watchfulness of 
intimates. There may be a corresponding decline in an ac
tual focus on watchers, hence a decline in the experience of 
shame and a decline in the number of names for it (Benedict 
1946-b).* 

Pity. The phrase "take pity" came into common use with 
the establishment of the Christian church. The church, in 
turn, came to power in an age known for extreme differences 
in wealth and generally brutalizing conditions of life. There 
were, in addition, communal ties between people who were in 
dire need-widows, orphans, the elderly-and people who 
could "take pity" and provide for them. Now that almsgiving 
has been bureaucratized so that giver and receiver remain 
unknown to each other, the perceptual focus that corres
ponds to pity is less common (Allport and Odbert 1936). 

As certain social conditions, habits of seeing, and namable 
feelings fade from a culture, others enter. In the last twenty 
years a group of new terms for emotional states has sur
faced. For example, "being on a bummer, being turned off, 
being turned on, being on a downer, being freaked out, hav
ing one's mind blown, being high." Many seem traceable to 
the 1960s drug culture. Whatever their origins, these new 
names for psychological states have been generalized and 

* There is a corresponding poverty of namable feelings that have to do with 
empathy. We can focus not only on our own situation but on that of another person 
whose situation can vary in the ways our own can. We can feel empathetic sadness, 
empathetic frustration, empathetic anger, empathetic resentment, empathetic fear, 
empathetic guilt, empathetic anguish, and so on. Oddly, there are no separate 
terms for these potentially namable feelings. 
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adopted by a wider middle-class population, for whom their 
more impersonal focus on the dimension of tension relaxa
tion may serve some function. 

Here, two social trends come together. With the wide
spread use of contraceptives and the legitimation of their use 
("the sexual revolution"), more men and women sleep with 
each other in the early stages of acquaintanceship. Yet the re
sidual custom of getting to know each other before making 
love still makes its claims. "Psycho-babble;' as the genre has 
been called, may have emerged as a way to pay respects to the 
old custom of getting acquainted nonsexually while at the 
same time embracing more sexual permissiveness. Psycho
babble is ideally suited for bridging this contradiction: its 
terms for feeling states seem intended to reduce social dis
tance through personal revelation, but they are used in such 
vague and undifferentiated ways as to make the communica
tion a ritual formality, low in personal content. A couple ex
changing the confidences of psycho-babble may not be get
ting personally acquainted any faster than their parents or 
grandparents did, when they said less about themselves but in 
more revealing language. It is worth noting that the language 
of psycho-babble corresponds to the language of the airline 
personnel manual: one is an experiential guide to private oc
casions, the other a guide to commercial occasions. In com
paring namable feelings to named ones we can garner clues 
to the links between larger social arrangements and com
mon ways of seeing and feeling. 



CHART 1. Emotion Name and the Individual's Momentary Focus 

What! Have The Causal Agent The Relation of 
Emotion Name What! Want (Like) (See! Have) What! Approve of Event, ObJect Self to Causal Agent 

Sadness, "I loved X - I still "What I don't have, 
grief love X now" what is gone, 

(Secondary unavailable" 
focus) (Primary focus) 

Nostalgia "I loved X or love "It's in the 
X, a past irretrievable past" 
unavailable (Secondary focus) 
thing" (Primary 
focus) 

Depression "I want to maintain "I have suddenly now "I disa pprove" 

a good image a bad one" (Possible) 
of myself" 

Frustration "I want this now" "It's not there"; "It 
(Primary focus) could be there, I 

it's not" I 

Anger Focus on "You hit me" "I feel as or more 

discrepancy (Primary powerful than 



between wanting focus on you who can hit 

and having cause) me; Icanor 
(Frustration - could attack" 

secondary focus) 
Fear "I want safety" I "What I see makes me I "I see the "I feel utterly 

unsafe" causeofthe powerless to do 
threat" anything about 
(Primary this; X is more 
focus) powerful 

than I" 

Indignation I (Same as anger) I (Same as anger) I "And I 
disapprove" 

Disgust "I don't like this" I "I see I have this" I "I disapprove" I "Here it is close to 
(Possible) me" and" I want 

to getaway 
from it" 
(Primary 
focus) 

Contempt I (Same as above) I (Same as above) I "I disapprove" I "X is the cause "And Xis 
ofthis bad beneath me" 
thing" (Primary 
(Secondary focus) 
focus} 

(Continued on the next page) 



CHART 1. Continued 

Whatf Have The Causal Agent The Relation of 
Emotion Name What f Want (Like) (See f Have) What f Approve of Event, Object Self to Causal Agent 

Guilt (Same as above) (Same as above) "I disapprove" "The cause "I am the cause" 
ofthe 
unwanted 
event is bad" 

Anguish (Same as above) (Same as above) "I am responsible 
for the bad 
thing" and" I 
want to undo it 
and can't" 
(Primary 
focus) 

Envy "I see what I want" "I don't have it" "Another 
person has 
it" (Primary 
focus) 

Jealousy "I have claim to "I might lose what I "There is the 
what I want" have" or" I have lost robber or 

what is mine" potential 
robber" 



(Primary 
focus) 

Love, liking "I want XY" "You give or represent 
to me XV" 

Compassion "This other person "This other person "I like this other 
wants X" does not have X" person' 

Pity (Same as above) (Same as above) "This person is 
beneath me" 
(Liking 
variable) 

Embarrass- "I want to seem a "I see the behavior or "I see in detail the 
ment particular way to events are audience of this 

others" discrepant with event" 
how 1 want to seem (Secondary 
to others" (Primary focus) 
focus) 

Shame "I want to do right, "I have done wrong or "I disapprove" "I am the "I see the 
good things" bad things" cause of audience of 

the event" this: they are 
better than I" 

Anxiety Only vaguely "I don't know if 1 will "I don't know" "I don't know" "I don't know " 

sensed "I get X" 
want X" 
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JOBS AND EMOTIONAL LABOR 

Of the twelve standard occupational groups used by the U.S. 
Census, six contain the majority of jobs that call for emo
tionallabor, as defined in Chapter Seven. These six groups, 
summarized in Table 1, are as follows: professional and 
technical workers, managers and administrators, sales work
ers, clerical workers, and service workers of two types
those who work inside and those who work outside of pri
vate households. In one way or another, probably most sales 
workers, managers, and administrators are called upon to 
do some emotion work. But among those in the professions, 
service work, and clerical work, only selected jobs seem to 
involve substantial amounts of emotional labor (see Tables 2, 
3, and 4). Within these categories are some of the most rap
idly growing occupations. According to the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, there will be a 30 percent growth in the 
1980s for social workers, 25 percent for preschool teachers, 
45 percent for health administrators, 33 percent for sales 
managers, 79 percent for flight attendants, and 35 percent 
for food-counter workers. The largest number of new jobs 
are expected in the retailing sector, especially in department 
stores and restaurants (New York Times, October 14, 1979, p. 
8). Given the roughness of occupational categories, the fit of 
emotion work criteria to occupation and to labor produced 
is necessarily loose. The tables presented here are no more 
than a sketch, a suggestion of a pattern that deserves to be 
examined more closely. 

Table 1 shows the number of jobs in all six occupational 
categories in 1970. It also shows the number of men and 
women in these categories. Over all, women are overrepre-

244 



Jobs and Emotional Labor 245 

sen ted in jobs calling for emotional labor; about half of all 
working women hold such jobs. Men are underrepresented; 
about a quarter of all working men are in emotional labor 
jobs. This is true for professional and technical occupations, 
for clerical occupations, and for service-sector jobs as well. 

Table 2 examines fifteen occupations that involve sub
stantial amounts of emotional labor, selected from the 
twenty-seven different occupations grouped as Professional, 
Technical, or Kindred by the U.S. Census. It computes the 
proportion of all professional and technical jobs that in
volved substantial amounts of emotional labor in 1970, and 
shows variations by sex. Tables 3 and 4, respectively, per
form the same kind of analysis for clerical workers and for 
service workers outside of private households. 
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TABLE I. Summary Estimate of Jobs Most Calling for 
Emotional Labor, 1970 

Occupation Female Male Total 

Professional, technical 3,438,144 2,666,188 6,104,332 
and kindreda 

Managers and 1,013,843 5,125,534 6,139,377 
administratorsb 

Sales workersb 1,999,794 3,267,653 5,267,447 
Clerical and kindredc 4,988,448 863,204 5,851,652 
Service workers 3,598,190 1,367,280 4,965,470 

excluding private 

householdd 

Private household 1,053,092 39,685 1,092,777 
workersb 

Total number of jobs 16,091,511 13,329,544 29,421,055 
calling for emotional 
labor 

Total size of employed 29,170,127 48,138,665 77,308,792 
labor force over 14 

years of age 

Jobs involving 55.2% 27.7% 38.1% 
substantial emotional 
labor as a percentage 

of aU jobs 

aSelected occupations; see Tahle 2. 
bAlljohs. 
CSelected occupations; see Tahle 3. 
bSelected occupations; see Table 4. 

;\IOTE: Tables I to 4 enumerate the numher of employed persons, 14 years or 
older, by occupation, from the 1970 US. Census. 

SOl'RCE: US. Bureau of the Censlls. i. "Census of the Population: 1970," Vol. I, 
Characteristics of the Population, Part I. United States Summary Section I, Table 221. 
Detailed Occupation of the Experienced Civilian Labor Force and Employed 
Persons by Sex (Washington nt:.: C.S. Government Printing Office, 1973), pp. 
718-724. 
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TABLE 2. Detailed Occupational Analysis of Selected 
Professional, Technical, and Kindred 
Workers, 1970 

Occupation Female Male Total 

Lawyers and judges 13,196 259,264 272,460 
Librarians 100,160 22,047 122,207 
Personnel and 89,379 201,498 290,877 

labor relations 
Registered nurses 807,825 22,444 830,269 
Therapists 47,603 27,631 75,234 
Dental hygenists 14,863 942 15,805 
Therapy assistants 2,122 1,093 3,215 
Clergymen and 26,125 227,870 253,995 

religious workers 
Social and 156,500 110,447 266,947 

recreation workers 
College and 138,136 348,265 486,401 

university teachers 
Teachers, except college 1,929,064 817,002 2,746,066 

and universities 
Vocational and 46,592 60,191 106,783 

educational 
counselors 

Public relations and 19,391 54,394 73,785 
publicity writers 

Radio and television 1,466 19,885 21,351 
announcers 

Physicians, dentists, and 45,722 493,215 538,937 
related personnel 

Total number of 3,438,144 2,666,188 6,104,332 
persons employed in 
selected professional, 
technical, and 
kindred occupations 
(18jobs) 

(Continued on the next page) 
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TABLE 2. Continued 

Occupation 

Total number of 
persons employed in 
all professional, 
technical, and 
kindred occupations 
(34jobs) 

Percentage of all 
professional, 
technical and kindred 
jobs involving 
substantial amounts 
of emotional labor 

Female Male Total 

4,314,083 6,516,610 10,830,693 

79.7 40.9 56.4 



Jobs and Emotional Labor 249 

TABLE 3. Detailed Occupational Analysis of Selected 
Clerical and Kindred Workers, 1970 

Occupation Female Male Total 

Bank tellers 215,037 34,439 249,476 
Cashiers 695,142 136,954 832,096 
Clerical supervisors 48,389 64,391 112,780 
Bill collectors 18,537 32,947 51,484 
Counter clerks, 152,667 76,584 229,251 

excluding food 
Enumerators and 50,121 14,504 64,625 

interviewers 
Insurance adjustors 25,587 70,407 95,994 

and examiners 
Library attendants 99,190 26,783 125,973 
Postal clerks 91,801 210,418 302,219 
Receptionists 288,326 16,046 304,372 
Secretaries 2,640,740 64,608 2,705,348 
Stenographers 120,026 8,097 128,123 
Teachers aides 118,347 13,156 131,503 
Telegraph operators 3,553 8,725 12,278 
Telephone operators 385,331 22,696 408,027 
Ticket agents 35,654 62,449 98,103 

Total number of 4,988,448 863,204 5,851,652 
persons employed in 
selected clerical and 
kindred occupations 

Total number of 9,582,440 3,452,251 13,034,691 
persons employed in 
all clerical and 
kindred occupations 

Percentage of all clerical 52.1 25.0 44.9 
and kindred jobs 
involving substantial 
amounts of emotional 
labor 
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TABLE 4. Detailed Occupational Analysis of 
Selected Service Workers, Except Private 
Household, 1970 

Occupation Female Male Total 

Bartenders 39,432 149,506 188,938 
Food counter and 118,981 39,405 158,386 

fountain workers 
Waiters 927,251 116,838 1,044,089 
Health service workersa 1,044,944 139,760 1,184,704 
Personal service 776,222 393,273 1,169,495 

workersb 

Child care workers 126,667 9,684 136,531 
Elevator operators 9,606 25,703 35,309 
Hairdressers and 425,605 46,825 472,430 

cosmetologists 
Housekeepers 74,461 29,107 103,568 

(excluding private 
household) 

School monitors 23,538 2,576 26,114 
Ushers, recreation and 4,328 10,724 15,052 

amusement 
Welfare service aides 11,764 3,634 15,398 
Protective service 15,391 400,245 415,636 

workers c 

Total number of 3,598,190 1,367,280 4,965,470 
persons employed in 
selected service 
worker occupations, 
except private 
household 
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Orcupation 

Total number of 
persons employed in 
all service worker 
occupations except 
private household 

Percentage of all service 
sector occupations, 
except private 
household, involving 
substantial amounts 
of emotional labor 

Fl'male 

4,424,030 

81.3 

251 

Mall' Total 

3,640,487 8,064,517 

37.6 61.6 

aIncludes dental assistants; health aides, except nursing; health trainees; lay mid
wives; nursing aides, orderlies, and attendants; practical nurses. 
b Includes airline stewardesses, recreation and amusement attendants, personal 
service attendants not elsewhere classified, baggage porters and bellhops, barbers, 
boarding and lodging housekeepers, bootblacks. 
<Includes marshals and constables, policemen and detectives, sheriffs and bailiffs. 
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AppendixD 

Positional and Personal Control Systems 
Element Compared Positional Control Personal Control 

System System 

Main means of Manipulation of Persuasion and 
social control incentives and manipulation of 

social coercion incentives 

Aim of social Behavior Feelings, thoughts, 
control and intentions 

Psychological habits Learn obedience in Learn to be subject 
developed behavior and to persuasion, 

outward action. learn to persuade 
Emotion work less self and others, 
necessary learn emotion 

work 

Education Stresses outward Progressive, stresses 
behavioral own feelings and 
conformity intentions 

Occupation calls for Be havior, action and The management 
its products of meanings and 

feelings; with role 
closeness or role 
distance 

Social class Traditional working Upper and middle 
class (both men class (mainly 
and women) and men); new 
technical sector of working class 
middle class (mainly women) 



Notes 

CHAPTER 1 

EPIGRAPH:C. Wright Mills, White Collar, p. 184. 
1. Marx, Capital (1977), pp. 356- 357,358. 
2. Lucas Guide 1980, pp. 66, 76. Fourteen aspects of air travel at 

the stages of departure, arrival, and the flight itself are ranked. 
Each aspect is given one of sixteen differently weighted marks. 
For example, "The friendliness or efficiency of the staff is more 
important than the quality of the pilot's flight announcement or 
the selection of newspapers and magazines offered." 

3. Marx, in his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts (Tucker 
1972), may have provided the last really basic idea on alienation. 
Among the recent useful works on the subject are Blauner (1964), 
Etzioni (1968), Kohn (1976), and Seeman (1967). 

4. Mills (1956), p. xx. 
5. The purpose of this analysis was to explore, in the course of 

answering more general questions about feeling, the question of 
who showed an awareness of emotion work, how much, and in 
what context. Using this coding, we found that 32 percent of fe
males and 18 percent of males spontaneously mentioned emotion 
management in the course of their descriptions. Although our in
dicators for social class were poor (father's occupation only), more 
middle-class than working-class respondents mentioned emotion 
work; the sex difference remained when class was controlled. 

6. Initially I took responses to these questions to indicate self
portraits of coping styles. The responses fell into four types. One 
group (the instrumentalists) portrayed themselves as changing the 
world, not themselves. They spoke of feelings as something that 
had been acted upon, as an assumed basis for action. They did not 
describe feelings as crumbling in the face of situational obstacles 
or as something to be "worked on" or managed. The second group 
(the accommodators) portrayed themselves as changing an atti
tude or a behavior, though not an underlying feeling or orienta
tion. They spoke of the world as immutable, a place requiring cer
tain superficial alterations of self The accommodators spoke of 

253 
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not following their "true" feelings which remained "true" or un
changed. In contrast, the third group (the adapters) melted in the 
face of a demanding world. They spoke of the self as Huid and 
malleable and of the world as correspondingly rigid. Their feel
ings were not experienced as a solid basis for action; they indicated 
that feelings change not by effort but naturally, as a matter of 
course. The fourth type, which I later labeled the "emotion work
ers," took an active stance toward feeling. They said, "I psyched 
myself up," "I suppressed my anger," "I made myself have a good 
time." They adapted, but in an active rather than a passive way. 

7. Although this exploratory study was not designed to be rep
resentative, the respondents were not far removed from the gen
eral profile of the 5,075 Hight attendants employed by Pan Ameri
can: the average age of the respondents was 32.7,34 percent were 
married, and their average seniority was five years. Roughly a 
quarter of my interviewees had working-class fathers, a quarter 
had lower-middle-class fathers, and half had fathers with roughly 
upper-middle-class jobs. The mothers of half were housewives 
and the mothers of the other half were clerical or service workers; 
none had professional mothers. The average annual salary of the 
Hight attendants was $16,250. 

8. In general the termfeeting connotes fewer or milder physical 
sensations-Hushing, perspiring, trembling-than the term emo

tion does. Feeling, in this sense, is a milder emotion. For the pur
poses of this inquiry, the two terms are interchangeable. 

Let me brieHy relate my model of the self as emotion manager 
to the work of Riesman (1953), Lifton (1970), and Turner (1976). 
Riesman's "other directed man" differs from the "inner directed 
man" with regard to where a person turns in search of social 
guidelines. The "other directed man" turns to peers, the "inner 
directed man" to internalized parents (superego). These can be 
seen in my framework as alternate ways of sensing feeling rules 
that apply to the narrower zone of self (the self as emotion man
ager) on which I focus. Lifton posits a new type of "protean" char
acter structure, more elastic and more adaptive than previous 
ones. I share with Lifton an appreciation of the plastic, socially 
moldable aspect of human character and the social uses to which it 
may be put. But Lifton's focus is on the passive capacity to adapt, 
wrought of an absence of local attachments, whereas my focus is 
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on the active component of our capacity to adapt. Turner contrasts 
an "institutional self' with an "impulse self' and notes a social 
trend from the first to the second. By the institutional self, Turner 
means the individual who believes that his "real" self resides in his 
behavior and feelings within institutional roles. The "impulse self' 
refers to the individual who locates his "real" self outside of insti
tutional roles. I think the trend he spots is real, and the reason for 
it may lie in a contradiction between two trends, both related to 
individualism. On one hand, individualism as an idea implies a 
value on human feeling and will. Given this value, it comes to seem 
worthwhile to search out and locate one's "true" feelings. (People 
who do not entertain the idea of individualism do not take this as a 
worthwhile, or even thinkable, pursuit. It is a luxury of bourgeois 
life that only people not preoccupied with survival are able to think 
of doing.) On the other hand, job opportunities do not present a 
way of finding one's true self in work; work in which one has con
trol and authority (that is, upper-class work) is not as plentiful as 
the demand for it. The supply of jobs with which one can identify 
has, as Braverman argues, declined. The two trends together lead 
to the spread of the "impulse sel£" Turner implies that the impulse 
self is less social, less subject to the claims of others. In light of my 
thesis, the impulse self is not less social; rather, it is subject to dif
ferent rules and controlled by a different sort of control system 
(feeling rules and the personal control system; discussed in Chap
ter Eight). It might be thought that the impulse self puts less pre
mium on managing emotion (hence the term impulse). But there 
are for such individuals other rules. (For example, you can't be 
thinking about something else when you say your mantra; in Ge
stalt therapy, you shouldn't be "up in your head.") The "impulse 
self' is not more subject to impulse. 

9. Lee (1959) discusses the concept of arofa. 
10. Laslett (1968); Stone (1965); Swidler (1979). 

CHAPTER 2 

EPIGRAPH: C. Wright Mills, White Collar, p.188. 
1. We conceive of emotions as evidence and draw inferences 

from this evidence about viewpoint. Then we take the (now-re
vised) image of ourselves into account in picturing the world. We 
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may say, "This is what the world might look like were I not 'seeing 
low' because I'm so depressed now." 

What we "really want" or "really expect" or what the situation 
"really seemed like to us" is often hard to know. We proceed on our 
best hunches, trudging through the fog making estimates about 
the terrain. The estimates are often based partly on inner cues 
(what I feel) and partly on outer cues (what others think of a situa
tion); see Shaver (1975). The more inner cues "say the same thing" 
that outer cues say, the more certain we are of our estimate about 
what is happening. Our inference can be either immediate-a 
sudden intuition-or a result of longer reflection. In the latter 
case, the inner clue is really our memory of a feeling, and here cul
ture may influence how we remember. Some people tend to up
grade feeling in retrospect, to remember feeling happier than 
they actually did at the time, whereas others downgrade feeling in 
retrospect. 

When we use our feeling as a clue to outer reality, we seem to 
presuppose certain things, namely, that emotion provides infor
mation about what we expect and desire, and about what we see or 
imagine as a new reality. Thus, emotion functions as a prism through 
which we may reconstruct what is often invisible or unconscious-what we 
must have wished, must have expected, must have seen or imagined to be 
true in the situation. From the colors of the prism we infer back what 
must have been behind and within it. "I didn't know she cared so 
deeply" and" I didn't know the situation was that bad" are versions 
of reality that we infer from feeling. 

2. Six o'clock news, Channel 4, San Francisco, September 12, 
1977. 

3. San Francisco Chronicle, August 8, 1980. In Gregg Snazelle's 
class for aspiring advertisers, he himself also proves an example of 
how to establish audience trust in one's sincerity. You establish 
your "motivational credentials." He did this by saying that he 
"doesn't teach for the money" and only charges because that 
makes people take the classes more seriously. He teaches because 
"he believes he has something to say ... " 
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CHAPTER 3 

EPIGRAPHS: F. W. Nietzsche (1874), cited in Gellhorn (1964); C. Wright 
Mills, White Collar, p. 183. 

1. As suggested by Coffman's description of "Preedy" on the 
beach, in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), surface act
ing is alive and well in Coffman's work. But the second method of 
acting, deep acting, is less apparent in his illustrations, and the the
oretical statement about it is correspondingly weak. Coffman pos
its a self capable of surface acting, but not one capable of deep 
acting. For further discussion of Coffman, see Appendix A. 

2. Stanislavski (1965), p. 268. 
3. Ibid., p. 196. 
4. Ibid., p. 22. 
5. There is actually another distinguishable way of doing deep 

acting- by actively altering the body sO as to change conscious 
feeling. This surface-to-center approach differs from surface act
ing. Surface acting uses the body to show feeling. This type of deep 
acting uses the body to inspire feeling. In relaxing a grimace or 
unclenching a fist, we may actually make ourselves feel less angry 
(ibid., p. 93). This insight is sometimes used in bio-feedback ther
apy (see Brown 1974, p. 50). 

6. The direct method of cognitive emotion work is known not 
by the result (see Peto 1968) but by the effort made to achieve the 
result. The result of any given act is hard enough to discern. But if 
we were to identify emotion work by its results, we would be in a 
peculiar bind. We might say that a "cooled-down anger" is the 
result of an effort to reduce anger. But then we would have to 
assume that we have some basis for knowing what the anger 
"would have been like" had the individual not been managing his 
anger. We are on theoretically safer ground if we define emotion 
management as a set of acts addressed to feeling. (On the nature of 
an act of will, as separate from its effect, see Jean Piaget in Camp
bell 1976, p. 87.) 

7. By definition, each method of emotion work is active, but just 
how active, varies. At the active end of the continuum we contort 
reality and grip our bodily processes as though gripping the steer
ing wheel of a car. At the passive extreme we may simply perform 
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an act upon an act-as in deliberately relaxing already existing 
controls or issuing permission to "let" ourselves feel sad. (For a 
discussion of active versus passive concentration in autogenic 
training, see Wolfgang Luthe, quoted in Pelletier 1977, p. 237.) In 
addition we may "ride over" a feeling (such as a nagging sense of 
depression) in the attempt to feel cheerful. When we meet an in
ward resistance, we "put on" the cheer. When we meet no inward 
resistance, we amplify a feeling: we "put it out." 

8. Gold (1979), p. 129. 
9. Stanislavski (1965), p. 38. Indeed, an extra effort is required 

not to focus on the intent, the effort of trying to feel. The point, 
rather, is to focus on seeing the situation. Koriat et al. (1972) illus
trated this second approach in a laboratory experiment in which 
university students were shown films of simulated wood-chopping 
accidents. In one film a man lacerates the tips of his fingers; in 
another, a woodworker cuts off his middle finger; in a third, a 
worker dies after a plank of wood is thrust through his midsection 
by a circular saw. Subjects were instructed to detach themselves 
when first viewing the films and then, on another viewing, to in
volve themselves. To deintensify the effect of the films, the viewers 
tried to remind themselves that they were just films and often fo
cused on technical aspects of prod uction to reinforce this sense of 
unreality. Others tried to think of the workers in the films as being 
responsible for their own injuries through negligence. Such de
tachment techniques may be common in cases when people vic
timize others (see Latane and Darby 1970). To intensify the films' 
effect, the viewers reported trying to imagine that the accidents 
were happening to them, or to someone they knew, or were similar 
to experiences they had had or had witnessed; some tried to think 
about and exaggerate the consequences of accidents. Koriat et al. 
conceive of these de intensifying or inte nsifying devices as aspects 
of appraisal that precede a "coping response." Such devices may 
also be seen as mental acts that adjust the "if supposition" and 
draw on the "emotional memory" described in Stanislavski (1965). 

10. Stanislavski (1965), p. 57. 
11. Ibid., p. 163. 
12. Ibid., p. 127. 
13. Stanislavski once admonished his actors: "You do not get 

hold of this exercise because ... you are anxious to believe all of 
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the terrible things I put into the plot. But do not try to do it all at 
once; proceed bit by bit, helping yourselves along by small truths. 
If every little auxiliary act is executed truthfully, then the whole 
action will unfold rightly" (Ibid., p. 126). 

14. Liefand Fox (1963) quoted in Lazarus (1975), p. 55. 
15. Wheelis (1980), p. 7. 
16. Cohen, (1966), p. 105. 
17. Ibid. 
18. Ibid. 
19. The very way most institutions conduct the dirty work of 

firing, demotion, and punishment also assures that any personal 
blame aimed at those who fire, demote, and punish is not legiti
mized. It becomes illegitimate to interpret an "impersonal act" of 
firing as a personal act, as in "You did that to me, you bastard!" See 
Wolff (1950), pp. 345-378. 

20. See Robert Howard, "Drugged, Bugged, and Coming Un
plugged," Mother Jones, August 1981. 

CHAPTER 4 

EPIGRAPHS: Gail Sheehy, Passages: Predictable Crises of Adult Life, p. 138; 
Christopher Lasch, New l'clrk Review of Books, September 30, 1976. 

1. Feeling rules are not the only channel through which social 
factors enter feeling (see Appendix A). Without giving it quite this 
name, many social scientists have discussed feeling rules. Among 
the earlier classics, Emile Durkheim offers a general statement, in 
The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life: "An individual ... if he is 
strongly attached to the society of which he is a member, feels that 
he is morally held to participating in its sorrows and joys; not to be 
interested in them would be equivalent to breaking the bonds 
uniting him to the group; it would be renouncing all desire for it 
and contradicting himself' (1965, p. 446). Following Durkheim, 
Mary Douglas uses this concept in her Natural Symbols (1973, see p. 
63), as does Charles Blondel (1952) when he refers to "collective 
imperatives." Freud, too, touches upon feeling rules, although his 
interest is in how they form part of intrapsychic patterns as part of 
the su perego. On the creative margins of the Freudian tradition, 
R. D. Laing illuminates the idea of feeling rules in his important 
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essay "The Politics of the Family" (1971), as does David Riesman in 
his exquisitely sensitive explanations of faces in The Lonely Crowd 
(1953; see also 1952). Richard Sennett makes a particular applica
tion of feeling rules to anger (1973, p. 134), and Talcott Parsons 
offers a general discussion of "affectivity" (Parsons et al. 1953, p. 
60; also Parsons 1951, pp. 384-385). 

2. Some people doubtless reflect on feeling less than others. In 
any given instance, when an individual has no sense of "feeling 
inappropriately;' one of three conditions applies: (1) the rules for 
his or her situated feeling are internalized but unavailable to con
sciousness; (2) he or she is not disobeying the rules and therefore 
is not aware ofthem; (3) the rules are in fact weak or nonexistent. 

3. People assess their feelings as if they were applying stan
dards to feeling. These acts of assessment are secondary reactions 
to feeling. From secondary reactions to feeling we may postulate 
the existence of rules. The concept of a feeling rule makes sense of 
stable patterns into which many acts of assessment fit. An assess
ment, then, can be taken as an "application" of a more general 
rule. Using fragments of data on assessment, we may begin to 
piece together parts of a more general set of rules that guide deep 
acting, a set that is socially variable and historically changing. A 
feeling rule shares some properties with other rules of etiquette 
that govern acts one can see. As with rules of etiquette, we do not 
presume a given set of feeling rules to be universal or objectively 
valid according to any moral criteria. They are, instead, culturally 
relative traffic rules. But they govern the inner realm. They are 
the etiquette of preaction or "deep etiquette." 

As with rules of etiquette, we often disobey but guiltily. At the 
minimum, we acknowledge a rule. For example: "I'm reading Na
tional Lampoon and come across the comic section by Rodriguez 
called 'Hire the Handicapped.' This pokes fun at people with 
handicaps and I find it hilarious, one of the funniest series of com
ics I've ever seen. I feel that this is not something to laugh about, 
that I should feel sympathy and not laugh. I continue to laugh anyway 
because it's really funny. Tragedy is often funny in the proper per
spective." Feeling rules, like rules of behavior, delineate zones. 
Within a given zone we sense permission to be free of worry, guilt, 
or shame. Each zoning ordinance describes a boundary-a floor 
and a ceiling with room for motion and play between the two. The 
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reader above was comfortable about his temporary delight in the 
Lampoon comic; but if his mirth had been more intense or more 
enduring, had a certain boundary been reached, he might have 
experienced signs of the boundary - worry, guilt, or shame. 
"What's wrong with me that I find this so hilarious? Am I a sadist? 
Do I identify with the lame too little? Or too much?" 

The act of assessing feeling may occur nearly simultaneously 
with the feeling. For example, we may feel angry and know we have 
no right to feel angry at nearly the same time. We may focus more 
fully on self-disapproval after the fact, but we sense it peripherally 
while the anger is rising. 

4. The importance accorded to feeling rules may vary from 
culture to culture. The emotion-management perspective itself 
raises questions about its own cross-cultural limits. In addition, 
there are probably cross-cultural variations in the formation of 
different types of tension in the leeway that exists between what 
we do feel and what we expect to feel, between what we expect to feel 
and what we want to feel, between what we think we should feel and 
what we expect to feel. 

5. See Lyman and Scott (1970). Some authors, like George Her
bert Mead (1934), focus on internal dialogues and thus on private 
rule reminders. Others, like Erving Goffman, focus on external dia
logues. Socially and morally, Goffman's people tend to come alive 
only in social interactions, and Mead's only in private soliloquies. 

6. If the permission granted (as in "go ahead and cry") is not 
properly received, an encounter may not go "as it should." By not 
being in the sort of psychological shape that requires permission, 
there is some risk of offense. The comforter may not feel offended 
that her comfort is not working, but she may feel some slight right 
to feel offended. The more accountable for her feelings the indi
vidual can be held to be (the more she resists her sick role), the 
more this is true. 

7. See Beck (1971), p. 495. As Schafer notes: "Anna Freud ... 
pointed out that in child analytic work, where the free association 
method cannot be used, the analyst can use the absence of the 
expected affect as an indicator of specific unconscious conflicts. 
On many occasions the analyst of adults also interprets just this 
absence of predictable emotion" (1976, p. 335). 

8. R. D. Laing takes us a step forward theoretically by question-



262 Notesfor Pages 59-67 

ing the background assumptions concerning appropriate affect. 
By raising examples of patients in "crazy-making" situations to 
which "crazy" responses seem reasonable ones, Laing focuses our 
attention on the situation and the doctor's expectations. In the same 
vein, C. Wright Mills notes: "There are few attempts to explain 
deviations from the norms in terms of the norms themselves, and 
no rigorous facing of the implications of the fact that social trans
formations would involve shifts in them" (1963, p. 43). 

9. There may be, then, an element of consent to her experi
ence. Commenting on primitive religious groups, Emile Durk
heim said something similar: "When the Christian, during the 
ceremonies of commemorating the Passion, and the Jew, on the 
anniversary of the fall of Jerusalem, fast and mortify them
selves, it is not in giving way to a sadness which they feel spontane
ously. Under these circumstances, the internal state of the believer 
is out of all proportion to the severe abstinences to which they sub
mit themselves. If he is sad, it is primarily because he consents to being 
sad. And he consents to it in order to affirm his faith" (1965, p. 
446). Now, a Christian's consent to be sad is an individually au
thored consent. But that authorship is influenced by the church, 
by religious beliefs (about rewards and punishments among other 
things), and by the community. The young bride's feeling rules are 
privately authored in the same sense that the Christian's are. And 
her acts of management are likely to fit a public code about wed
dings that is shared by others of her sex, age, religion, ethnicity, 
occupation, social class, and geographic locale. 

10. The dual aspect of the funeral is suggested in Mandel
baum's study of the Kotas, a people who live in South India: 
"There is no inclination to enlarge the intensity or scope of the 
mourner's grief The bereaved are given a formal opportunity for 
complete self-immersion in grief, but there is also an effort to cur
tail their sorrow, to distract them by pleasing figures of the dance" 
(1959, p. 191). Mandelbaum also notes that since the Kotas have be
come more influenced by the practices of high-caste Hindu vil
lagers, they have become more uncertain about the propriety of 
dancing at a funeral. (On grief, see Lindemann 1944; Glick et aI., 
1974; Lewis 1961; Lofland 1982.) 

11. Friedman et al. (1963), p. 617. 
12. Weiss (197~), p. 25. 
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13. This may not be confined to Anglo-Saxon culture. Mandel
baum notes about the Kotas of India: "On the first morning of the 
Dry Funeral a band of musicians ... plays a lament. ... Bereaved 
women stop in their tracks. A rush of sorrow suffuses them; they 
sit down where they are, cover their heads with their shoulder 
cloths, and wail and sob through much of that day and the next. 
Men of the bereaved household have much to do in preparation 
for the ceremony and do not drop everything to mourn aloud as 
do the bereaved women" (1959, p. 193; also see Gorer 1977). 

14. Psychoanalytic theory now typically deals with unconscious 
feelings that are too guilt-invoking to bear and are therefore re
pressed. For example, one may unconsciously think, in the case of 
death, ''I'm glad it wasn't me." Horowitz (1970) discusses the cogni
tive patterns characteristic of various personality types facing the 
trauma of an accidental death. 

15. Freud's interest in what she "has been brought up to con
sider as the ideal" is expressed in his next sentence: "Neurotic 
troubles will soon follow upon that attempt at self-repression; a 
neurosis will soon avenge her upon the unloved husband and 
cause him just as much unpleasantness and sorrow as the real 
truth would cause him had he known it" (1931, p. 47). 

16. David and Vera Mace, in their Marriage, East and West (1960), 
claim that Indian girls are "raised to love" their "arranged" hus
bands and that they actually do. See William Goode (1964). 

17. As Kingsley Davis puts it: "Where exclusive possession of an 
individual's entire love is customary, jealousy will demand that ex
clusiveness. Where love is divided according to some scheme,jeal
ousy will reinforce the division .... Whereas Westermarck (a his
torian of the family) would say that adultery arouses jealousy and 
that therefore jealousy causes monogamy, one could maintain that 
our institution of monogamy causes adultery to be resented, and 
therefore creates jealousy" (1936, pp. 400, 403). For Davis,jealousy 
involves another feeling, fear- fear of losing something one al
ready has, has rights to, or wants to have (p. 395). This section of 
my chapter draws heavily on an unpublished paper by Fneda 
Armstrong, "Toward a Sociology of Jealousy" (1975). 

18. Clanton and Smith (1977), p. 67. As ideological shifts filter 
down to the experts, the ranks of the emotional deviants who listen 
to the experts also change. For a social change to be deep, to strike 
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bottom, to be permanent, it must have as one of its signs a change 
in who seems or feels "out of it." Some whose feelings used to be 
hidden in secrecy and guilt now come out to live comfortably un
der the umbrella of new emotional conventions whereas others 
who were once protected are now subjected to doubt and guilt. 
What has changed is the deep connection between situations and 
the interpretations and feelings with which people respond to 
them. Aside from this kind of deep change, there is only attitudi
nal fashion. 

19. What holds true for rules in the private realm also holds 
true for the public realm. As citizens we look for guidance in how 
to interpret the news and also for guidance in what to feel-legiti
mately, appropriately, rationally - about it. The government is one 
opinion leader that helps us in this effort. The San Francisco 
Chronicle of January 25, 1978, had as a banner headline: "SOVIET 
NUCLEAR Spy SATELLITE DISINTEGRATES OVER CANADA." The re
port continued: 

"There was serious concern, both in Washington and in other 
world capitals, that radioactive debris might have been strewn 
down a reentry path hundreds of miles long. The fact that [the] 
satellite was carrying a nuclear reactor and was mysteriously de
caying was known to the United States as early as December 19 but 
was kept secret because, in the words of one White House security 
adviser, 'we were trying to head off a recreation of Mercury The
ater.' The reference was to the famous radio broadcast of Orson 
Welles' Mercury Theater in 1938 in which Martians were reported 
to have landed at Glover's Mill, N.J. The net result was near hyste
ria among many Americans who had not realized that the Hallow
een broadcast was fiction." 

The implicit feeling rule is that we should trust the U.S. govern
ment to tell us when an emergency is at hand. In this case, public 
fear of a potential nuclear disaster was discounted as resembling 
hysteria over a fictional event, a silly and after all funny trick on 
the folks back in 1938. A real near-disaster was compared to a 
make-believe one; the two were given equivalence. Thus the dis
tinction between appropriate alarm and inappropriate alarm, be
tween a rational and an irrational emotion, may rest in the end on 
what events opinion leaders choose to compare to fiction. The per
son who is "overexercised" in one era may have a fair crack at be
ing a prophet in the next. 
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CHAPTERS 

1. Cited in Simpson (1972), p. 2. Social exchange theory badly 
needs to be extracted from its behaviorist mold. It offers only a 
partial account of what is exchanged and only a partial account of 
the norms and values that alter the worth of what is exchanged. 
Singlemann (1972) and Abrahamsson (1970) suggest integrating 
social exchange theory with symbolic interactionism. But since a 
conception of emotion and emotion work is missing from both 
theories, integrating them cannot give us the necessary full ac
count of social exchange. Erving Goffman extends exchange the
ory to expressive interaction, but he too does not extend it to emo
tion management. For more on exchange theory, see Homans 
(1961) and Blau (1964); and also Thibaut and Kelley (1959). 

2. This develops a point Goffman makes when he notes that 
spontaneous emotions can "function as moves" in a cycle of re
sponses people make to each other (1967, p. 23). 

3. In crowd scenes, the individual may feel anonymous, and so 
the obligation to "have fun," being directed toward no one in par
ticular, is diluted - though, oddly enough, not completely. 

4. The issue of competition applies even more clearly to ac
quaintances because marriage is designed to help us redirect our 
competitive striving away from loved ones and out toward anony
mous others. In normal competition, the idea of the "good sport" 
resolves a conflict between the competitive rule that we should, af
ter all, enter into the game and want to win, and the more primary 
rule that we should give greater weight to maintaining good spir
its and social solidarity. The good sport is required to empathize 
with the other player, but not to such an extent that he or she elim
inates competition, which is one source of the fun. 

CHAPTER 6 

1. For a detailed picture of the Delta-Eastern competition in 
the postwar period, see Gill and Bates (1949), p. 235. 

2. The Airline Deregulation Act, passed by Congress in Octo
ber 1978, provided for abolition of the CAB by 1985, after the 
transfer of some of its functions to other agencies has been accom
plished. In 1981 the CAB lost all authority to regulate the entry of 
air carriers into new domestic markets. 
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3. Braverman (1974) argues that corporate management ap
plied the principles of Frederick Winslow Taylor and systematically 
divided single complex tasks into many simple tasks so that a few 
parts of the former complex task are done by a few highly paid 
mental workers while the remaining simple parts of the task are 
done by cheap and interchangeable unskilled workers. To manage
ment, the advantage is that it is cheaper and there is more control 
over the work process from the top, less from the bottom. Braver
man applies this thesis to factory work, clerical work, and service 
work, but he fails to distinguish between the kinds of service work 
that involve public contact and the kinds that do not (p. 360). 

4. Between 1950 and 1970 the annual growth rate of airline 
companies was between 15 and 19 percent. In 1970 growth slowed, 
and air traffic grew about 4 percent annually. Periods of financial 
hardship have led to the failure of weak companies and increased 
concentration. Of the thirty-five airlines regulated by the Civil 
Aeronautics Board (CAB) the largest four- United, TWA, Ameri
can, and Pan American-earned 43 percentofthe 1974 revenues 
(Corporate Data Exchange 1977, p. 77). 

5. Even C. Wright Mills misunderstood this issue when he 
spoke of public contact workers in general as "the new little Machi
avellians practicing their personable crafts for hire" (1956, p. xvii). 

CHAPTER 7 

1. See Krogfoss (1974), p.693. 
2. Terkel (1972), p. 5. For the wife's viewpoint on male emo

tional constriction, see Komarovsky (1962) and Rainwater et al. 
(1959). 

3. As Dorothy Smith puts it: "The corporate structure requires 
of a manager that he subordinate himself and his private interest 
to the goals and objectives, the daily practices, and the 'ethic' of the 
corporation. His person becomes relevant-the kind of person he 
is. As his moral status becomes relevant, so does that of his family. 
The house decorations, the achievements, and education of the 
children come by association to symbolize the manager's and his 
employer's moral status" (1973, p. 20). 

4. See Kohn (1963) and Bernstein (1958, 1964, 1972, 1974). 
These studies begin with a premise spelled out by Neil Smelser: 
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"The family is the setting where the child's first authority relations 
are entered into, and where what might be his 'affectional basis' for 
entering all subsequent authority relations is established - this basis 
includes the development of some minimal level of trust, the ability 
to identify with authority, the corresponding ability to assume au
thority when appropriate, and so on. The family, then, is a kind of 
general training ground for subsequent social relations" (1970, p. 
26). Learning to handle authority relations, in turn, involves expo
sure to particular kinds of sanctions through which authority oper
ates. The "affectional basis of authority" in each social class is estab
lished when parents communicate what they expect children to feel 
in given situations. Classes, occupational groups, and ethnic groups 
may vary in the degree to which they train their children to manage 
feeling and in the content of that training. 

S. Bernstein (1972), pp. 486,487. The positional and personal 
control systems are, in Weber's sense, ideal types. No one family is 
likely to be a perfect example of one or the other. Yet as theoretical 
constructs they help us discern elements in any real family control 
system. Bernstein sums up the difference between the two control 
systems as follows: "The status-oriented appeals rely for their ef
fectiveness upon differences in status whereas the person-ori
ented appeals rely more upon manipulation of thought and feel
ing" (1972, p. 483). See also Douglas (1973), p. 26. 

6. Social control through feeling rules takes individualism as 
an ideology into account. It allows the worker to entertain the be
lief that he or she is making decisions, following his or her own 
feelings. Thus individualism is allowed to coexist with a form of 
social control that in essence undermines it. C. Wright Mills put it 
well: "Under the system of explicit authority, in the rough solid 
nineteenth century, the victim knew he was being victimized, the 
misery and discontent of the powerless were explicit. In the amor
phous twentieth-century world where manipulation replaces au
thority, the victim does not recognize his status. The formal aim, 
implemented by the latest psychological equipment, is to have 
men internalize what the managerial cadres would have them do, with
out their knowing their own motives, and nevertheless having 
them. Many whips are inside men who do not know how they got 
there or indeed that they are there. In the movement from author
ity to manipulation, power shifts from the visible to the invisible, 
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from the known to the anonymous. And with rising material stan
dards, exploitation becomes less material and more psychologi
cal" (1956, p. llO). 

7. Kohn has shown, in the words of John Clausen, that "Mid
dle-class parents are more likely than working-class parents to 
want their children to be considerate of others, intellectually curi
ous, responsible, and self-controlled while working-class parents 
are more likely to want their children to be obedient" (Clausen 
1978, p. 6); see also Kohn (1963), p. 308. 

8. Kohn (1963) suggests this, demonstrating that fathers whose 
own jobs entail self-direction value self-direction in their children 
whereas fathers whose work requires conformity and close super
vision value obedience. 

9. See Bundy (1982). 

CHAPTER 8 

1. The research literature reflects a contradiction. According 
to paper and pencil tests, women record a feeling of greater help
lessness: what they do, they think, affects their fate less. On the 
other hand, at least one study indicates that women take blame for 
things more. Jackson and Getzels's study (1959) of boys' and girls' 
attitudes toward school found that boys tended to blame problems 
on the school whereas girls tended to place blame on themselves. 
To blame oneself, one must have some sense of responsibility, and 
beneath that, some sense of control. One possible explanation of 
this apparent contradiction is that women develop a compensa
tory sense of affective agency. The more one lacks a sense of con
trol in the world, the more one compensates for this by turning 
control onto the self in relation to feeling. Those who lack a sense 
of control over the world do not lack control entirely. Rather, their 
sense of control turns inward; it goes "downstairs." Women have 
also been found to be more field-dependent-that is, more reliant 
on external cues and less on internal cues-than men. See Mac
coby (1972), Tyler (1965), MacArthur (1967), Vaught (1965), and 
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Witkins et al. (1967). 

269 

2. For example, one author writes: "Masculine thinking is ori
ented more in terms of the self, while feminine thinking is ori
ented more in terms of the environment. Masculine thinking an
ticipates rewards and punishments determined more as a result of 
the adequacy or inadequacy of the self, while feminine thinking 
anticipates rewards and punishments determined more as a 
result of the friendship or hostility of the environment. But the 
question to ask about 'masculine thinking' and 'feminine think
ing' is not what innate natures they issue from but what ranks in 
life they go with" (Tyler 1965, pp. 259 -260). See also Rotter 
(1966), and Brannigan and Toler (1971). 

3. Johnson and Goodchilds (1976), p.69. 
4. I am focusing on the warm face of deference and on the def

erential aspect of nurturance. This is not to confuse all expres
sions of nurturance with those of deference. See Kemper (1978), 
especially the last two chapters on love as status conferral. 

5. Societies vary injust how women are eliminated from com
petition for income, opportunity, and occupational status. Some 
eliminate women by physical segregation. Others allow and even 
encourage females to compete with men for jobs but they train 
females to develop traits not favored in economic competition. 
These traits can be understood at the psychodynamic, emotion 
management, and behavioral-display levels. At the psycho
dynamic level, Chodorow (1980) argues that girls learn to want to 
mother in ways that boys do not learn to want to father, which suits 
girls for unpaid work. At the level of emotion management, girls 
learn to manage emotion in ways that adapt them to males outside 
the "male" competitive arena. Finally, at the level of display, girls 
learn "feminine" head-tilting, smiling, conversational cheerlead
ing, and other deference displays. On all three levels, women are 
encouraged to develop traits that disadvantage them in a "male" 
arena of competition, governed by male rules of competition. 

6. Because women have less access to money and status than 
their male class peers do, they are more motivated than men to 
marry in order to win access to a much higher "male wage." Wed
ding cartoons tell the story at this class level, depicting as they do 
the "official experience." The groom is happy but caught, eager 
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for love but mindful of lost freedoms and burdensome obliga
tions. The bride, on the other hand, almost regardless of age, per
sonality, beauty, or intelligence, is shown as triumphant and lucky 
to get any man because he provides access to resources otherwise 
unavailable to her. See Hartmann (1976) for a superb article on 
economic xelations between men and women. 

The bargain of wages-for-other-things holds not only for the 
traditional breadwinner and housewife but also for the working 
wife, whose earnings from full-time work provide, on the average, 
less than a third of the family income. Working or not, the basic 
economic dependence of married women leaves them "owing" 
something to make it even. But there are class variations. The 
higher up the class ladder one goes, the wider the income gap 
between husband and wife and the more prevalent this sort of 
bargain is likely to be. Lower down the class ladder, the income 
gap narrows; more women work and find themselves married to 
men who earn little more than women do. By reducing male privi
lege at the bottom, the bargain between the sexes is somewhat 
evened. Yet the lower-income couples in which both partners work 
are subjected to cultural images of men and women that origi
nated among the upper-middle classes in the late eighteenth cen
tury. It is against this anachronistic class-based measure of what a 
woman owes a man that lower-class men decide what is owing to 
them and try to get it, sometimes in physical ways. 

7. Sennett and Cobb (1973), p. 236. 
8. Quoted in Coffman (1967), p. 10. 
9. New York Times, February 12, 1979. 
lO. This conclusion is supported in Hovland et al. (1953). 
11. Wallens et al. (1979), p. 143. 
12. There seems to be another tie between status and the treat

ment of feeling. The lower the status, the less acceptable is the ex
pression of open anger. Also, men classically have more license to 
swear and fight than women do. (Unless the woman has a class ad
vantage or some other sanction, she can be openly aggressive only 
at some risk to her reputation.) On the other hand, women more 
than men seem to express "subordinate" feelings. The scream of 
terror as Dracula or King Kong advances generally comes from a 
female. Even when the heroine is brave, it is the same. When Nancy 
Drew, girl detective, becomes the nonemotional (masculinized) 
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doer, another girl is assigned what Goffman has called (and perhaps 
misunderstood as) "freak-out privileges" (1967, p. 26). Consider this 
passage from The Message in the Hollow Oak (Carolyn Keene, Nancy 
Drew Series, 1972): "In a sudden lurch he [a large dog] leaped on 
Nancy. She lost her balance, stumbled backward, and fell into the 
quarry. Julie Anne screamed. She and the boys watched horror
stricken, as Nancy hit the water and disappeared. Ned started down 
the steep embankment, while Art yanked a coil of wire from a 
pocket. Using it as a whip, he finally drove off the attacking dog. As it 
ran away, whimpering, Nancy's head appeared above the water. 'Oh, 
Nancy. Thank goodness: cried Julie Anne. She was near tears" (p. 
147). Julie Anne really does fear for Nancy and the boys. Not all 
women play Julie Anne, but wejudge whether a woman is expres
sive or not according to this female standard; it is part of our cul
tural understanding of femininity, and therefore also of masculin
ity. In my view, this culturally mandated expressiveness is not so 
much a privilege as a job. 

13. On the other hand, male flight attendants have to cope with 
the definition of their job as a woman's job. Their identity as men is 
challenged. They have to defend themselves against the expecta
tion-imposed daily, at least before the recession began in 1973-
that surely they will move up or out of this job. They were surely 
"above" the women they worked with, but then it was only women 
that they worked with. Added to these assumptions were occa
sional expressions of personal anxiety from passengers about the 
matter of men sticking to a male world; male flight attendants 
were burdened with mentally preparing for kindly assaults laden 
with this anxiety. They also had the job, sometimes handed them 
by their female co-workers, of policing passengers who felt free to 
harass female workers. 

CHAPTER 9 

EPIGRAPH: This, in Marshall Berman's words, is what Rousseau con
cluded about the impersonality of personal relations in the eighteenth 
century (Berman 1970, p. 140). 

1. As Berman goes on to note, Rousseau saw the modern man 
of Paris both as the victim of self-loss and as the more astute judge 
of just what modern life had made him lose. "Modern conditions 
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created a moral imagination which could define inauthenticity as 
a problem;' for "among so many prejudices and false ... passions, 
it is necessary to know how to analyze the human heart and to 
disentangle the true feelings of nature" (p. 158). "La Nouvelle Hel
oise had succeeded so splendidly in decadent Paris which it de
nounced but had been rejected so coldly in solid Switzerland 
whose virtues it celebrated" (p. 157). The injured attend more to 
the cure. 

2. Geertz (1973) has noted that when believers came to uphold 
Islam in order to build nationalism, the traditional beliefs them
selves changed meaning; when seen as means, they functioned 
less as ends. The same thing happens when feelings are made to 
serve external ends; and the more remote these ends, the more 
the managed heart becomes "not me" and "not mine." 

3. Christina Maslach interviewed burnout victims, who told 
her such things as, "I don't care anymore. I don't have any feelings 
left. I've nothing left to give, I'm drained. I'm exhausted. I'm 
burned out." For further work on burnout, see Maslach (1978a, 
1978b, 1978c, 1979). 

4. Just when this rise in the value of authenticity occurred will 
surely maintain itself as a point of lively historical debate. For ex
ample, Berman (1970) contends that even in the late eighteenth 
century, Rousseau and his Parisian readers saw authenticity as a 
problem born of "modern life:' 

5. Trilling (1972), p. 9. Speaking of English literature before 
and after the sixteenth century, Trilling continues: "But if we ask 
whether young Werther is really as sincere as he intends to be, or 
which of two Dashwood sisters, Elinor or Marianne, is thought by 
Jane Austen to be the more truly sincere, we can confidently ex
pect a serious response in the form of opinions on both sides of the 
question:' Sincerity did not become a relevant virtue until insin
cerity or guile became a common temptation. The very term sin
cerity changed in meaning: "As used in the early sixteenth century 
in respect of persons, it is largely metaphorical-a man's life is sin
cere in the sense of being sound or pure, or whole; or consistent in 
its virtuous ness. But it soon came to mean the absence of dissimu
lation or feigning or pretense" (p. 13). 

6. The rising value placed on detaching feeling from sem
blance is strikingly illustrated in Trilling's discussion of Diderot's 
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"The Nephew of Rameau." ("Nephew" was written some time be
tween 1761 and 1774. It was translated by Goethe and touted by 
Hegel as a paradigm of the modern cultural and spiritual situa
tion.) This is a dialogue between the philosopher, Diderot, who 
defends sincerity, and the nephew of Rameau, who celebrates lib
eration from sincerity. The nephew is a "presenter of self in every
day life;' a true Goffman man in his capacity to act (though not in 
his ability to calculate personal ad vantage). He not only is but sees 
himself as an actor on the everyday social stage. Demonstrating his 
capacity to fool people in an exhibition for Diderot, the nephew is, 
in succession: "furious, mollified, lordly, sneering. First a damsel 
weeps and he reproduces her kittenish ways; next he is a priest, a 
king, a tyrant. Now he is a slave, he obeys, calms down, is heartbro
ken, complains, laughs, singing, shouting, waving about like a mad
man, being in himself dancer and ballerina, singer and prima 
donna, all of them together and the whole orchestra, the whole 
theater; then redividing himself into twenty separate roles, run
ning, stopping, glowing at the eyes like one possessed, frothing at 
the mouth. He was a woman in a spasm of grief, a wretched man 
sunk in despair." Quoted in Trilling (1972), p. 45. 

7. Ibid., p.9. 
8. Ibid., p. 16. 
9. Trilling points out several meanings of the overly inclusive 

term authenticity. One is shamelessness, inauthenticity being the 
conduct of life in the fear of shame or guilt-emotions through 
which we honor propriety. In this sense "authentic heroes and 
heroines" put themselves beyond the proper limits, and the obli
gations they do accept have a certain fascinating weightlessness. 
Authenticity also refers to having an extreme degree of power 
over something, including oneself. What most interests and ap
palls Trilling is authenticity as a legitimized exit from one's moral 
community, and the use of the term as a glow word that lends 
moral credence to illusions of narcissistic grandeur and social de
tachment. R. D. Laing's invitation to go mad is Trilling's case in 
point: "Who that finds intelligible in the sentences which describe 
madness ... in terms of transcendence and charisma will fail to 
penetrate to the great refusal of human connection that they ex
press, the appalling belief that human existence is made authentic 
by the possession of a power, or the persuasion of its possession, 
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which is not to be qualified or restricted by the coordinate exis
tence of any fellow man" (ibid., p. 171). 

The problem is that with this stroke of disapproval, Trilling dis
misses the very question to which his whole analysis leads: why has 
authenticity as a value supplanted sincerity? This he never answers. 
Ironically, it is the sensibility and analysis of R. D. Laing, the very 
person who bids us all go mad, which, for reasons quite separate 
and detachable, help answer the question that Trilling himself 
poses. Authenticity can supplant sincerity because it is under
stood to refer to spontaneous, natural, artless feeling. 

10. The very notion of disguising feeling in order to playa role 
implies, as Trilling puts it, that "somewhere under all the roles 
[that] have been played, [one] would like to murmur, 'Off, off you 
lendings!' and settle down with his own original actual self' (ibid., 
p. 10). This Trilling calls the immutable "English" self, a self about 
which one can fool the world, but not oneself Trilling distin
guishes between an English self and an American one. The Eng
lish self is "private, solid, intractable" (p. 113). This is Trilling's fan
tasy of a self in an immobile society - a fantasy he locates for some 
reason in England. The American self he conceives as thinly com
posed and correspondingly more malleable. 

11. For an excellent essay on this subject, see Turner (1976). 
12. Perls et al. (1951), p. 297. 
13. James and Jongeward (1971). 
14. The ego detachment necessary to do emotion work is fos

tered by many modern therapies that aim, in part, to increase con
trol over feelings. The individual is inducted into the beliefthat he 
or she already has control over feeling, a control that simply has to be 
brought to awareness. For example, Brown (1974) reports that in 
bioenergetic therapy, "The subject is told that various colored 
lights are actually operated by his own brain waves ... and that 
these are controlled by his own feelings and thoughts and moods. 
The subject is told that he himself can control the lights by the way 
he feels and thinks" (p. 50). Again, in transcendental meditation, 
the patient is told that by manipulating his inner thoughts or im
ages, he can maintain "alpha wave activity" as he wishes. The indi
vid ual is ind ucted into the belief that he already has control by being 
asked to distinguish between ego and id, framer and framed
upon, director and actor. 
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15. Winnicott (1965), p. 143. The early development of a false 
self is an asset for the actor. As Winnicott notes, "It can easily be 
seen that sometimes the False Self defense can form the basis for a 
kind of sublimating, as when a child grows up to be an actor" 
(p.150). 

16. Lasch (1978). We have an accumulation ofliterature now on 
the new "modern self' adapted to conditions of modern society: 
for example, Riesman (1953), Lasch (1978), Lifton (1970), Turner 
(1976), Zurcher (1972). These theorists suggest a general link be
tween conditions of modern life (living in transient social worlds 
or being transient in stable ones, the decline of kinship ties, social 
mobility) and the development of a more outwardly attuned (Ries
man), more protean (Lifton), more malleable sel£ In other words, 
their conclusion seems to be that conditions conspire to foster in 
us more false selves, which are more flexibly related to what we 
conceive as our illusive "true sel£" 

AFTERWORD 

1. See Ronnie Steinberg and Deborah Figart's "Emotional 
Labor Since The Managed Heart" Annals of the American Acad
emy of Political and Social Science, 1999 (jan), V 561:8-26. Also 
see Pam Smiths XXXX,Jennifer Pierce, 1995, Gender Trials, Emo
tional Lives in Contemporary Law Firms, Berkeley: University of 
California Press. and Aviad Raz's Emotions at Work Normative 
Control, Organizations and Culture in Japan and America, 
(2002) Harvard East Asia Monographs, no 213, Cambridge: Har
vard East Asia Center. 

2. Cameron Macdonald and Carmen Siriani 1996. (eds.) 
Working in the Service Society, PhiL Temple University Press, 

3. Steinberg and Figart, op cit, p 11-12. 
4. Steinbert and Figart, op cit. p9. 
5. Steinbert and Figart, op cit, p 19. 
6. Rochelle Sharpe, "Nannies on Speed Dial" Working Life, 

Business Week, September 18, 2000, pp.108-1I0. The president of 
a Massachusetts-based agency Parents in a Pinch Inc. reported that 
rather than grandparents themselves helping working parents, 
she found that frequently grandparents bought the service for a 
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busy working daughter as a gift. Presumably many of them were 
themselves also working and too busy to help out. 

7. A radio announcement made on commercial radio in 
southern Maine, July 2000. 

8. Sharpe, ibid., p. 1l0. 
9. Internet notice, found under "craigslist.org" "Part Time 

Personal/Assistant Available" 
10. Sharpe, ibid. p. 1l0. 
11. Three factors seem to have prompted the growth of this 

marketized domestic sphere. One is the rise in the proportion 
of working women. While some 30% of women worked for pay 
in 1950, and 55% in 1986, 605 do so now. Whereas in 1950 28% of 
married women with children under six worked for pay, 63% do 
today - two thirds of them full time. So mothers are working, 
but the first people they would turn to for help babysitting, 
mothers, sisters, sisters-in-law, dear friends, neighbors - they're 
working too. 

Even husbands and wives are not guaranteed labor. Another 
contributing factor is the growing fragility and flexibility of the 
American family noted by Jan Dizard and Howard Gadlin, in 
their book, the Minimal Family. Since 1984, many fewer people 
get married, and of those who do, fewer stay married and more 
remarry, and among them many divorce again. More unmarried 
parents have children and more mothers raise children alone. 
The old structure and its old rules hold for ever fewer people. At 
the same time, as Robert Putnam has shown in Bowling Alone, 
in the same time period, people have also become less likely to 
vote, to join clubs, to volunteer, to invite friends over for dinner, 
to eat meals as a family together, or even just to talk together. 
What Dizard and Gadlin, and Putnam do not note, however, is 
a parallel rise in the marketized domestic sphere. Here, in the 
expanding third sector, interactions do go on - with daycare 
workers, elder care workers, nursing home attendants, and for 
the upper middle class, birthday party arrangers and personal 
assistants. 

12. Ad found on the Internet, courtesy of Bonnie Kwan. 
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