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put offby the later books, especially Frame Analysis. Norman Denzin effec­
tively broke with him because of the structuralism in that book34 and others, 
like Fredric Jameson, who much respected its semiotic tum, were just as crit­
ical of its "structuralist ideology,"35 as were others. It is surely true that 
Frame Analysis was one of Goffman's intellectually least successful efforts 
because, at the least, it was, even for him, so extraordinarily messy. But 
fortunately he eventually came back to his literary sensibilities in Fonns of 
Talk (the book that so enchanted the literary critics) and in the last two 
essays, especially "Felicity's Condition." 

Here, in "Felicity's Condition," Goffman develops his view of social 
reality and its necessary relation to talk. The essay offers itself as a highly 
technical (which it is) disquisition on a most important issue in the socio­
linguistics of conversation. Drawing upon, but moving beyond, speech act 
theory, Goffman advances the argument that was already well-formulated in 
Fonns of Talk. Conversation works not through the utterances presented 
in turns of talk so much as through the ability of speakers to tolerate pre­
suppositions. Talk is not clear. Or, we might say, ordinary language in 
spoken conversation does not tell the truth of the speakers as such (to say 
nothing of the truth of the world). Conversation involves an endless number 
of pauses, questions, breaks, uncertain points. And even when its language 
is clear, utterances are never complete in themselves. Talk relies heavily on 
presuppositions, as in one of Goffman's examples: "What did you think of 
the movie last night?" which presumes that the movie scheduled actually 
ran, that Mary actually attended it, that John is in a state of relation to Mary 
that permits the asking of the question, and much more. None of this is 
conveyed by the words themselves. Yet, the words depend on it all and, 
amazingly, conversation works most of the time. It does because, as 
GOffman says in the lines at the end of the essay: "Whatever else, our activity 
must be addressed to the other's mind, that is, to the other's capacity to read 
our words and actions for evidence ofour feelings, thoughts, and intent. This 
confines what we say and do, but it also allows us to bring to bear all the 
world to which the other can catch allusions."36 In other words, even in 
conversation we are forced beyond that which appears to be the primary 
surface of meaning, the utterances themselves. We must address not an 
other's words, but their mind, their capacity to understand what is going on. 
But this is not a mind-to-mind interaction, rather it is one mediated, as he 
says, by a shared capacity to "bear all the world to which the other can catch 
allusions. " 

Thus, a conversation builds up a fund of matters that can be referred to 
succinctly, providing one of the reasons why we are inclined to ''fill in" a 
latecomer. The problem, then, is that one passages by degree from what can 
be taken to be in immediate consciousness to what can be more or less readily 
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recalled thereto, the given changing gradually to the recallable.... Further, 
when one turns from briefinterchanges to, say, longish narratives, the loeater 
fonnat becomes somewhat complicated. Instead of laying the groundwork 
with one utterance ("Ya remember Harry?"), the narrator may feel that a 
whole infonnational prologue must be provided before hearers will be able to 
properly follow along with the unfolding drama and properly frame described 
events. ... And, of course, within the narrative frame, characters in the 
replayed events will provide us through their reported utterances with 
embedded examples of the new and the given, which in fact cannot quite 
function that way for us listeners; for we, in infonnation state tenns, are situ­
ated at a higher level. We are situated as listeners to the teller's story, not as 
listeners to the utterances of characters in the teller's story. 

("Felicity's Condition," 1983, p. 14) 

Just as life is a copy of an original we imagine, so talk proceeds by the ability 
of those who speak to each other to imagine the worlds in the other's minds 
and to compose utterances or narratives that speak or attend, not to what is 

t­
~	 said about what was said, but to what our conversational partner is meaning 

to say. Talk, thus, is like reality. Both require attention less to what is, or is 
said, than to the imaginary worlds: that is, to the worlds we copy in our 
attempts to sustain reality, to the worlds into which we are invited when 
others speak to us as though we were thoroughly sane. This is the felicitous 
condition upon which, Goffman proposes, talk and social reality depend. 

* 
Ifyou still wonder why read Goffman today, then ask yourselfhow you, and 
others you know, work in the world as it is. If all your relations are primary, 
all your data are clear and clean, all your news thoroughly trustworthy just 
as it is told you, then Goffman is not for you. If, contrariwise, there is a tele­
phone ringing, a stereo playing, or television running itself off somewhere in 
your neighborhood, perhaps in your place; and, if you have been brought 
up out of the place of your reading to attend to some interruption that 
required attention to another's world, so different at the moment from 
that to which you are attending; and, if you believe the world, in the larger 
sense of the word, is today one in which the moral discord, social depres­
sion, and mediated intrusions are the working stuff of lively social 
participation, then Goffman is for you. 

Goffman may not be for everyone, but his incongruous relation to his 
times nearly a half-century ago explain why so many of his writings are 
congruent with the reality most of us face today, whether we like it or not. 
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