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Socialization to Civility

SreNcER CAriLL

L: the preceding selection, Goffman sug-
gests that individuals must sustain an ex-
pressive order if they are to lead meaningful
social lives. What he ealls interpersonal
rituals are the cornerstones of that expres-
sive order. They provide for predictable so-
cial encounters and the establishment of
mutual trust. Their central importance is
perhaps most apparent in public places
where strangers who have no other basis
for trusting one another routinely meet and
interact. They can do so without fear and
conflict, by demonstrating their commntit-
ment to a shared but implicit code of ritual
or ceremonial conduct. What we com-
monly call interpersonal etiquette is more
than mere manners. It is the moral foun-
dation of social life.

Young children'’s interpersonal conduct
often demonstrates why. Although we some-
times consider children’s lack of concern
with interpersonal niceties refreshing, we
seldom do so when we are victims of their
brutal honesty, disregard for personal pri-
vacy, and carelessness. The huirt feelings, an-
gry resentment, and painful collisions that
children sometimes cause are reminders of
what social life would be like if everyone ig-
nored etiguette. Children’s socialization to
civility is clearly of some importance.

That is the topic of this selection. Its spe-
cific focus is how children learn to perform
interpersonal rituals in public places. Ironi-
cally, children’s extensive training in inter-
personal etiquette is primarily a conse-
quence of their violations of that etiguette.
In response to such expressive deviance,
adults who accompany children in public
instruct them in interpersonal etiquette, en-
courage them to perform interpersonal ritu-
als, and test their knowledge of appropriate

Goffman, adults thereby build certain ele-
ments of behavior into children so that their
performance of interpersonal rituals be-
comes virtually automatic and “only natu-
ral.” For example, the child who once could
not help but stare at strangers is eventually
embarrassed when caught doing so. The
maintenance of orderly social life across
generations depends on children’s acquisi-
tion of just such a second nature.

As [Erving] Goffman (1971:63) [once]
observed, in our contemporary . . . society
rituals performed to stand-ins for super-
natural entities may be everywhere in de-
cay, yet there remain

. . . brief rituals one individual performs
for and to another, attesting to civility and
good will on the performer’s part and the
recipient’s possession of a small patri-
mony of sacredness.

In an important sense, our routine per-
formance of such interpersonal rituals,
and the belief in the sacredness of the hu-
man personality which those rituals im-
plicitly express, unite members of our
contemporary civil society into a single,
albeit fragile, moral community. . . .

If, [therefore], our contemporary civil
society is to retain its distinctive moral
shape, then successive generations of initi-
ates into that society must be mobilized as
self-regulating performers of . . . interper-
sonal rituals. . . . That requires that they do
somewhat more than simply learn the code
of ceremonial conduct, which we com-
monly call etiquette. In a sense, they must
have certain elements of behavior “built
into them.” As Goffman (1955:45) noted,
they must be taught to

. . . be perceptive, to have feelings at-
tached to self and a self expressed through
face, to have pride, honor, dignity, to have
considerateness, to have tact and a cer-
tain amount of poise.

By implication, the process through
which initiates into our contemporary
civil society acquire such ritual compe-
tence is the most fundamental socializa-
tion of all, since they thereby learn about




the nature they are to have as actors. . ..
{Goffman 1971:157)

The remainder of this article is con-
cerned with young children’s socialization
to civility in public settings. Over a two-
year period, several research assistants
and I spent a total of nearly 300 hours ob-
serving young children in such public set-
tings as city streets, shopping malls, parks,
restaurants, and laundromats at various
locations in the Northeastern United
States. . . . The following analysis of the
process through which children acquire
ritual competence in public settings is
[based on our observations].

Socialization to Civility
in Public Setlings

The fact that young children typically
are accompanied by an adult caretaker in
public settings virtually insures that chil-
dren will routinely witness competent per-
formances of interpersonal rituals. Yet, as
Bandura (1986:56) has noted, “people can-
not learn much by observation unless they
attend to, and accurately perceive, the rele-
vant aspects” of the observed activities. By
implication, therefore, young children will
not learn much from their caretakers’ ex-
ample unless they attend to the ceremoni-
ally relevant aspects of their caretakers’ be-
havior and interactions with others. How-
ever, young children’s caretakers seldom
interrupt their own or others’ public activi-
ties in order to direct their charges” atten-
tion to ceremonially relevant aspects of
those activities. For the most part, they
only do so in response to their charges’dis-
ruptive or otherwise offensive acts.

Instruction

In their attempts to contain and repair
their charges” disruptions and threatened
disruptions of the ceremonial order of
public life, young children’s public care-
takers often explicitly or implicitly instruct
their charges regarding ritually important
aspects of behavior in public places. For
example, in our urban society, one of the
most freauentlv performed negative inter-
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personal rituals is what Goffman (1963:84)
called “civil inattention.” That is, unac-
quainted persons visually express regard
for one another by giving each other
enough visual notice to demonstrate their
appreciation of the other’s presence, and
then withdraw their attention to indicate
that the other is not a target of special cu-
riosity or design. Instead of immedjately
withdrawing attention from others, how-
ever, young children often intrusively stare
at those with whom they are unac-
quainted, as illustrated by the following in-
cident which was observed at a fast-food
restaurant. ,

A woman is sitting across a table from an
approximately five-year-old girl. The girl
is looking intently at a man who is sitting
at the table directly behind the woman
and facing the girl. The woman Jooks up
from the sandwich she is eating, glances
over her shoulder, and tells the girl: “C—,
it's not polite to stare.”

Clearly, the girl’s failure to give the man
“civil inattention” occasioned her care-
taker's announcement that “it’'s not polite
to stare.” Similar to this woman, young
children’s public caretakers commonly re-
spond to their charges’ ceremonially inap-
propriate conduct with such “rule state-
ments” (Wootten 1986). They thercby im-
plicitly identify the child’s prior or present
action as a delict, and inform or remind
him or her of the violated rule of ceremo-
nial conduct.

The code of ceremonial conduct which
adults commonly sustain in public places
is typically unspoken, however. Thus, even
though young children’s public caretakers
may readily recognize and decisively re-
spond to their charges’ violations of that
code of conduct, they often have difficulty
articulating and explaining its constituent
rules, as the following incident illustrates.

While a woman is inspecting ¢ans on a su-
permarket shelf, an approximately four-
year-old boy leaves her side, walks over to
a shell on the opposite side of the aisle,
picks up a piece of previously used chew-
ing gum, and starts to put it in his mouth.
The woman glances over her shoulder
and loudly commands the boy to “STOP.”




Still holding the gum in his hand, the boy
points to the shelf from which he rermoved
the gum and objects that “it was here.”
The woman responds: “I don’t care where
you found it. It’s been in someone else’s
mouth.”

This incident suggests that, while chil-
dren may learn to avoid befouling them-
selves with or exposing others to certain
forms of bodily excreta in the course of
their toilet training, they must sub-
sequently be taught to generalize that cere-
monial proscription to other forms of bod-
ily excreta, such as saliva and to objects
contaminated by such substances. Yet the
response of the boy’s caretaker in the pre-
ceding example to his attempted recycling
of previously chewed gum does not clearly
convey that lesson. She implicitly instructs
him that he must not expose himself to
something that “has been in someone
else’s mouth” regardless of where it is
found, but does not explain that this par-
tictilar taboo reflects a more general cere-
monial proscription. Indeed, adults’ in-
structions to children concerning rules of
ceremonial conduct are typically incom-
plete and often seem more confusing than
enlightening.

As Elias (1939:167) has suggested,
adults seem unable to adequately explain
the demands they make on behavior when
children violate codes of ceremonial con-
duct, in part, perhaps, because adults con-
form to such codes of conduct more or less
automatically. Moreover . . . rules of cere-
monial conduct . . . reflect a shared and
taken-for-granted sense of the reasonable,
the humane, and the moral. Thus, it is dif-
ficult to adequately explain such a code of
conduct to those who do not share the
taken-for-granted sense of the reasonable,
humane, and moral which that code of
conduct reflects.

The following conversation between an
approximately tive-year-old girl (J) and her
mother (M) was overheard in a busy laun-
dromat and illustrates adults’ difficulties
in instructing children regarding civility.

J: Mommy, do you see that baby?
(M does not respond to the question)

J: Hisfaceissofatan...

M: DON'T talk so loudly about other
people. They might hear you.

J: Heh heh, but the baby won't
understand.

M: That's not the point. It’s not polite.
You have to learn to keep your voice
down.

In this conversation, the girl’s mother
interrupts her daughter’s unflattering de-
scription of the “baby” and instructs her to
take care so as not to be overheard by the
subjects of such tactless remarks. How-
ever, the girl objects that in this case the
subject of the remark would not be of-
fended. In response, the mother declares
that such remarks are offensive nonethe-
less and that the girl must be more dis-
creet. Clearly, this girl had not yet acquired
the “protective orientation” toward saving
the face of others that characterizes com-
petent members of contemporary civil so-
ciety (Goffman 1955). Without such a
taken-for-granted sense of considerate-
ness and tact, the mother’s instructions to
the girl seem unreasonable and arbitrary.
By implication, this example seems to sug-
gest that the process through which chil-
dren acquire ritual competence necessar-
ily involves something more than observa-
tional learning and instruction.

Coaching

Goffman (1971:108) once observed that
in the realm of the ceremonial

. . it is not obedience and disobedience
that are central, but occasions that give
rise to remedial work of various kinds, es-
pecially the provision of corrective read-
ings calculated to show that a possible
offender actually had a right relationship
to the rules.

By implication, in order to truly become
members of contemporary civil society,
children must learn to provide corrective
readings for a variety of potentially offen-
sive acts. . . .

As previously noted, young children
routinely witness their caretakers’ provi-
sion of corrective readings. For example,




the following incident was observed in a
department store.

An approximately five-year-old girl is run-
ning down an aisle and collides with an
elderly woman. A young woman comes
running to the scene of the collision and
addresses both the offender and the vic-
tim: “C—, get over here. You know you're
not supposed to run around. Sorry. She’s
a little excited today.” The elderly woman
stares at the woman, furrows her brow,
but does not respond. The younger
woman puts her arm over the girl’s chest,
pulls the girl against her legs, and offers a
more elaborate apology: “I'm really sorry.
It won't happen again.”

Note that in this example the woman
not only admonishes the child and prom-
ises that such behavior will not reoccur,
but also offers an account and apologizes
twice in the girl’s presence.

However, it is doubtful that children
recognize the ceremonial importance of
such remedial work simply by observing
their caretakers’ example, or even that they
are expected to provide similar corrective
readings for their own acts, as suggested
by the following incident which occurred
in a large toy store.

A clerk has just stacked a number of boxes
containing toy trucks at the end of an aisle
and steps back to admire her work. An ap-
proximately five-year-old boy comes run-
ning around the corner, collides with the
stack of boxes, and knocks a number of
them to the floor. A man immediately fol-
lows the boy around the corner and in-
structs him to “tell the lady you're sorry.”
The boy objects that “you’re supposed to
say that.” The man and store clerk laugh.
The boy furrows his brow and looks at the
floor.

This boy apparently assumed on the ba-
sis of past experience that it was not he but
his caretaker who should apologize for his
disruptive act. In other words, he had not
yet learned to assume ceremonial respon-
sibility for his own behavior and, there-
fore, to provide corrective readings for his
own potentially offensive acts.

Despite this boy’s failure to apologize to
the victim of his negligence, his caretaker’s
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attempt to prompt him to perform such a
remedial act is exemplary of a common re-
sponse to young children’s failures to vol-
untarily provide corrective readings for
their ceremonially offensive acts. For the
most part, these prompts or “elicitation
routines” have a standard form. The child’s
public caretaker uses the word “tell” or
“say” to signal the child to “repeat the fol-
lowing words in virtually unchanged form”
(Greif and Gleason 1980:163). As in the
preceding example, often the child is also
explicitly instructed as to whom the re-
peated words should be addressed. More-
over, in addition to using such prompts in
an attempt to elicit performances of reme-
dial acts from their charges, young chil-
dren’s public caretakers also prompt their
charges to preface requests with “please”
and to “say thank you” when an expression
of gratitude is ceremonially due. They also
employ such prompts as “say hi to the nice
man” and “say bye now” in their attempts
to encourage their charges to ceremonially
open and close interpersonal encounters.

Like many of public caretakers’ re-
sponses to their charges’ ceremonially in-
appropriate conduct, such explicit
prompting of children apparently per-
forms a dual function. Caretakers demon-
strate to witnesses that they are ceremoni-
ally responsible actors, while simultane-
ously encouraging children to practice
performing some ceremonial routine. Yet
such explicit prompting may be relatively
ineffective in teaching children to volun-
tarily fulfill ceremonial expectations. It
may simply teach them to perform cere-
monial routines in response to their care-
takers’ prompts, rather than in response to
the kind of interpersonal circumstances
that occasion such prompting (Greif and
Gleason 1980).

Children’s public caretakers not only ex-
plicitly prompt performances of ceremo-
nial routines when their charges fail to vol-
untarily fulfill ceremonial expectations,
but also employ what Goffman (1971) ap-
propriately termed “priming moves.” For
example, the following incident concretely
illustrates Goffman’s (1971:157) more gen-
eral observation that a child’s failure to




provide a corrective reading for ceremoni-
ally inappropriate conduct often leads to a
halt in the proceedings, this accomplished
by an adult’s use of the common priming
move, “what do you say?”

A man, a woman, and two boys are sitting
around a table in a fast-food restaurant.
One of the boys belches so loudly that the
diners who are sitting at nearby tables
glance at the boy. The woman immedi-
ately asks the boy: “What do you say?” He
smiles and answers: “Excuse me.”

Clearly, unlike explicit prompting, the
use of such a priming move by a child’s
public caretaker does not simply encour-
age the child to perform some ceremonial
routine. It also requires the child to deter-
mine which such routine to perform.

By implication, the use of priming
moves by children’s public caretakers im-
plicitly tests their charges’ understanding
of ceremonially appropriate responses to
different kinds of interpersonal events. For
example, the following occurred in a fast-
food restaurant.

An approximately four-year-old girl who
is sitting at a table across from a man
loudly announces that she “wants
ketchup.” The man informs her that
“daddy will get it,” walks to the service
counter and quickly returns with two
small packets. While still standing, he
holds the packets in front of the girl but
slightly out of her reach and asks: “What
do you say?” She quickly responds,
“Thank you,” and the man gives her the
packets.

Like this man, children’s public caretak-
ers often withhold or encourage others to
withhold some indulgence from their
charges until they pass the implicit tests
posed by the caretakers’ priming moves.
Such dramatizations of the potential con-
sequences of failing to perform ritual acts
when situationally appropriate may well
encourage children to voluntarily do so in
the future.

In summary, children’s ceremonially
deviant acts are essential elements of the
process through which they are socialized
to civility. . . . Specifically, children’s cere-
monial deviance occasions remedial work

by their caretakers which children ob-
serve, instructions to children regarding
conventionalized expressions of interper-
sonal respect and regard, and the use of
prompts and priming moves to encourage
children to actively transform their cere-
monially deviant acts into expected forms
of ritual conduct.

Conclusion

Clearly, the preceding is not a compre-
hensive analysis of the process through
which initiates into our contemporary civil
society acquire ritual competence. It did not
address the components of that process
which typically occur in private settings,
such as family homes, nor the contribution
of children’s own peer groups to their so-
cialization to civility. . . . Yet the preceding
analysis does provide some important in-
sights into the functions and expressive sig-
nificance of the young’s ceremonial devi-
ance. ...

[A number of] others . . . have previously
argued that deviance cannot be dismissed
simply as pathological or disruptive, be-
cause in controlled quantities it actually pro-
motes social stability. That is, deviance pro-
vides occasions for societal members to re-
affirm the moral boundary which both binds
them together and separates them from
those who are not part of their moral com-
munity. No doubt children’s ceremonial de-
viance performs a similar function. Their
disruptive and offensive acts serve to remind
adults of what they must not do nor allow
others to do, if the ceremonial order of con-
temporary civil society is to be maintained.
Moreover, the preceding analysis demon-
strates that children’s ceremonial deviance
contributes to the stability of our contempo-
rary civil society in yet another way. That is,
it occasions responses from adults that serve
to intergenerationally transmit the code of
ceremonial conduct around which the dis-
tinctive moral shape of our contemporary
civil society is fashioned. . . .
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From “Children and Civility: Ceremo-
nial Deviance and The Acquisition of Rit-
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