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and encounters are peculiarly affected by the tacit reali' za_ 

tion that one maintains control over his commitment 
to another 

Person by virtue of his "official " commitment to h is drink. 

Encounters can be initiated, modified, or terminated with a 

minimum of social awkwardness by casting all statements and 

actions in the framework of drinking which is, after all , the 

legitimate main involvement. For example, a male seeking a 

female's company can ask to buy her a drink. Her acceptance 

or refusal of his attentions will also be in terms of accept­

ing or refusing the drink, thus de-personalizing the engage_ 

ment permitting face-saving in the event of a rebuff and re_ 

tention of the withdrawal option in the case of acceptance. 

It Was emphasized that the "openness " , often seen as charac_ 

teristic of tavern sociability, is an exaggeration of fact 

and usually represent superficial observationsof social en­

counters. 

The uses of facial expression, posture, clothing, 

and personal accouterments in communicating without words 

Were described. Extremes in clothing fashion find least 

ready acceptance in the neighborhood tavern. 

Finally, it was noted that tavern conversations 

Usually reveal a characteristic masculine jargon. This 

"hard" language was attributed to the normal exaggerations 

of sex-role identification in young males which became in-

extricably confused with male adulthood. The special Ian-

guage of the tavern describing drinks and drinking was seen 

as both an extension of this masculinity cult and a device 

to signify in-group membership. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICA TIONS 

This study began as an attempt to develop a system­

atic analysis of the public drinking establishment with cen­

tral emphasis on the neighborhood workingman's tavern. Basic­

ally, the interest in conducting such a study derived from 

two sources: first, public drinking houses are institution-

alized features of most communities in this country and yet 

virtually no serious research was being done to describe or 

explain these establishments. This in itself provided ample 

justification for undertaking an investigation of this 

nature. Secondly, an intriguing area of socio-psychological 

inquiry has been developing largely due to the work of Erving 

Goffman. He has developed an approach which analyzes the un_ 

dramatic, commonplace interaction episodes of daily life 

Which reveals the micro-mechanisms governing interpersonal 

interaction . A major component of his theory has been the 

problem of involvement allocation - the devices by which 

human beings distribute their attention among persons and 

things in order to control their involvement within the pre-

scriptions of the norms of courtesy and propriety. It was 

the conviction of the writer that the tavern, because of its 

dual function as a social gathering place and a dispensary 

of beverage alcohol, would offer a near laboratory setting 
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for the study of involvement allocation. The research prob­

lem, then, presents both an ethnographic and theoretical 

concern. 

The study described the social system within the tav_ 

ern as an interplay between four basic sociological components : 

norms, roles, ecology, and communication. Each of these var_ 

iables was treated independently for analytical purposes but 

their interdependence at the behavioral level was emphasized. 

By use of this conceptualization it was possible to describe 

observed behavior within the tavern in terms assimilable by 

existing sociological theory. 

Descriptively, the feasibility of gross categoriza_ 

tion of drinking establishments by type was established. For 

example, within the total range and spectrum of individual 

drinking places certain broad categories such as cocktail 

lounge, neighborhood tavern, night club, and road house could 

be identified. The selection and behavior of patrons showed 

characteristic differences by type of establishment. These 

differences were described in terms of the four analytical 

concepts. 

The neighborhood tavern, which was the principal con­

cern of this study displays certain characteristics which show 

little significant variation from place to place. A norm sys ­

tem, well articulated but rarely consciously recognized, regu­

lates quite effectively the behavior of the cliente l e. Even 

the consumption of alcohol and its uninhibiting consequence s 

t ake p l ace within the norm system . Overt en f or c emen t, wh e n 
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necessary, i s handled by informal group leaders and/or the 

bartender . Very rarely are persons outside the system such 

as the po l ice called upon. The tavern norm system which de _ 

fines both drinking and soc i ability as legitimate involvement 

Within that setting provides considerable flexib i lity to the 

individual in exercising options about the extent and degree 

of his availability for interaction. The seemingly uncom_ 

plicated process of consuming a drink can, within the tavern 

norm system, legitimately engage the full attention of the 

drinker to the exclusion c:f. social engagements with others. 

From this extreme he can move toward other degrees of open­

ness by allocating more or less of his attention between h i s 

drink and others around him. This is possible because the 

norms define drinking as the first ostensible purpose of the 

establishment's existence so that drinking can always be one's 

legitimate main involvement. This is, of course, an e xagger -

ated situation but it reveals nonetheless, some important 

points about how people genera l ly manage or attempt to manag e 

their involvement with others. Seemingly insignificant g es -

tures such as lighting a cigarette, polishing eye glasses or 

glancing at a watch can be seen as devices which persons can 

employ to signal legitimate pre-occupations, however fleet ­

ing, which distract them from the engagement at hand. 

Within the range of behavior peculiar to pub l ic drink­

ing establishments certain social roles and social types emerge. 

These roles and types do not have precise counterparts outside 

of this system and thus represent an important des c ript i ve and 



2 06 

theoretical aspect of the drinking establishment. The defi_ 

nition and perpetuation of these roles depend upon the 
CO-

operation of the normative, ecological, and communication 

systems and the maintenance of the drinking house's position 

relative to its host community. The analysis of the essential 

although often subtle interaction of other factors to support 

the existence of an identifiable role or type offers useful 

elucidation of role theory. The identification of these roles 

and types is of itself a valuable contribution to the informa­

tion base in the field. Of theoretical significance is the 

conclusion from this study that the insulation necessary to 

support role separation can be as much definitional as it is 

Physical and that one uses the devices of involvement manage_ 

ment to switch successfully from one role to another. The 

bartender's relatively easy transition from friend to non­

person and back again is a case in point. 

Although the term ecology has become a household word 

Since this research began it is no less important a concept 

for understanding tavern behavior. Essential universal phys_ 

ical features of drinking houses such as the bar account for 

many of the universal behavior characteristics observable. 

Perhaps the mo st important fact emerging from this research 

is the inevita b ility of territoriality in human interaction. 

Territories bec ome defined with or without the aid of actual 

Physical features. The study of the tavern serves to empha­

size by exaggeration the pervasive, if unacknowledged, effects 

of space in human interaction. With the recent popularity of 
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ecology this variable may gain the attention it deserves in 

social research. However, there is also the danger that the 

confusion of ecology with pollution may further retard its 

accurate recognition as a fundamental component of human be­

havior. 

The section on communication, beyond its descriptive 

aspect, emphasized the intricate and essential interdependence 

of the variables on which this research focused. Emerging 

from the conduct of this study and, hopefully from its read_ 

ing, will be a heightened consciousness of the systemic nat-

ure of human interaction. Other researchers who would attempt 

to measure variables must first know what they are and how 

they are related before they can perform valid analytical ab-

stractions. Itr is hoped that this study can provide such a 

base for additional study. 

The concept of involvement allocation which was them­

atic in the theoretical portions of this study was seen mostly 

as it subtly but significantly functioned in the fleeting, 

commonplace interaction episodes among persons. This concept 

was used in what might be termed a micro analysis of inter­

action. It is the contention of the writer, however, that an 

awareness of and accurate understanding of this concept could 

provide an analytical tool to explain major cultural and 

social patterns. For example, a pattern which can be explain-

ed in terms of involvement allocation is the capability of 

college students of sustaining long term casualness in cross-

sex relations. This casualness and flexibility in cross-sex 
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relationships among single people would be difficult to main-

tain in conventional society. Social pressure would rapidly 

move the individual into the definition of established roles 

such as fiance, husband, or spinster. The ability of biolog_ 

ically adult persons sustaining no-commitment cross-sex rela_ 

tionships for a period of four years and more can be seen as 

the application of involvement allocation to major life roles. 

Just as the tavern patron may always retreat or return to his 

drink as a legitimate main involvement when a social relation­

ship loses its satisfaction or ends, the student can continu­

ally avoid permanent commitment by citing his legitimate main 

involvement which is completing a degree. Although he may 

devote almost all of his attention to other activities so 

long as he maintains minimum levels of academic achievement 

he may legitimately sever or defer permanent commitment to 

another involvement. This capability is enhanced by the fact 

that most students date other students, thus assuring some 

common definitions. 

Marital problems involving a conflict between demands 

of the home and those of the job might be viewed as problems 

of involvement allocation where consensus is lacking over 

what constitutes the main and subordinate involvements. 

Certainly such areas might be handled consistently 

Within existing theoretical frameworks. No claim to the con-

trary is expressed or implied. What is implied, however, 

is that a new and different approach to problems is often 

productive where the continued accumulation of facts within 
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an estab l ished theoretical context fails to yield pos i tive 

results. 

A recent Australian visitor to this country remarked 

that Americans are afraid to talk to you unless they are at 

a party or have a drink in their hands. Such a genera l iza_ 

tion would ordinarily be viewed as an amusing exaggeration. 

However, in my own earlier study of adjustment of f oreign stu­

dents on American campuses a similar kind of generalization 

emerged. In capsule form this generalization would express 

the conclusion that Americans in their relationships with 

others want high involvement but low commitment. The tempta-

tion to see a possible link between this cultural generality 

and the present study is irresistible. Perhaps the mainten-

ance of simultaneous side-involvements at all levels of human 

relationships is a cultural trait. Perhaps the avoidance of 

commitment - the reluctance to become involved without an 

automatic escape route - is in fact a subtle but pervasive 

aspect of our national character. And the final speculation 

concerns the possibility that by adopting the perspective of 

involvement allocation sociologists might be employing the 

mode of inquiry which would be highly productive in explain­

ing American behavior at cocktail parties or foreign policy 

conferences. 



City and State 

Little Rock, Arkansas 

Bridgeport, Connecticut 

Rehoboth, Delaware 

District of Columbia 

Chicago, Illinois 

Indianapolis, Indiana 

Shreveport, Louisiana 

New Orleans, Louisiana 

Lafayette, Louisiana 

Riverdale, Maryland 

College Park, Maryland 

Silver Spring, Maryland 

Bethesda, Maryland 

Boston, Massachusetts 

Saybrook, Connecticut 

Salem, Massachusetts 

Dumont, New Jersey 

Albuquerque, New Mexico 

New York, New York 

Buffalo, New York 

Rochester, New York 

Utica, New York 

Blue Mountain, New York 
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Establishments Visited 

3 

2 

1 

6 

3 

4 

7 

9 

3 

5 

4 

1 

2 

3 

2 

1 

3 

6 

2 

4 

2 

1 

3 



Ci ty and State 

Oklahoma Cit y , Ok l ahoma 

Ph i ladelphia, Pennsylvania 

Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania 

Abiline, Texas 

Amarillo, Texas 

Da l las, Texas 

El Paso, Texas 

Houston, Texas 

San Antonio, Texas 

Alexandria, Virginia 

Crystal Beach, Ontario 

Fort Erie, Ontario 

Canada 

Mexico 

Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua 

Monterrey, Nuevo Leon 

Nueva Laredo, Tamaulipas 
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Estab l ishments Visited 

3 

2 

1 

1 

2 

2 

5 

5 

3 

1 

2 

1 

3 

2 

1 



APPENDIX B 

OBSERVATION WORKSHEET 

Work Sheet 

Problem: A) What are the descriptive observable data of 

tavern society? 

B) Tavern behavior occurs under conditions of 

allocated involvement. What is the special 

character of this behavior? 

Place 
Date Time 

Average Number of Customers 

Norms What incidents do you observe indicating consen-

SUS re: appropriate behavior other than mandates 

from the bartender? Keep research problem in mind 

here _ what particular norms are affected by the 

fact of allocated involvement? For example, the 

maintenance of solitude in presence of others. 

Roles and Types 

Do some individuals manifest recurrent patterns 

of behavior recognized by you and others? Check 

impressions against those of bartender and others. 

Is allocated involvement operative here? Be aware 

of informal leaders, the bartender, the agitator, 

the tomcat, the chronic inebriate, the court 
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jester, the isolate, the stranger. Note whether 

the observed role is total or partial e g w k 
, • . , ee -

ender or regular plus inebriate, tomcat, etc. 

Also, are these tavern roles as tavern roles or 

extensions of ordinary personality traits 

leased or intensified by drink ? In other words , 

is what you're seeing specifically relevant to 

part two or research problem? 

Ecology and Interaction 

Distinguish initially between table, booth, and 

bar. Where appropriate, use space below for 

mapping and diagramming ala Whyte. Maps to be 

used for later specification of material in this 

area_ be specific now. At what points are eco-

logical arrangements and focused interaction 

interdependent and what is the direction of the 

relationship? Interaction potential is quite 

obviously limited by ecology - is a special 

situation produced by the combined effects of 

ecology and allocation of invo lvement? 

Communication 

What is the effect of the common involvement ? 

Does main involvement provide flexibility in 

initiating and terminating conversation ? How 

are specific instances of interaction begun 

and ended? What is said ? How do persons 
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communicate their availability or lack of same 

for interaction? Is there any common subject 

or pattern in barroom conversations? 

verbal signals are identifiable? 

What non-
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