Veneers and Underlayments: Critical
Moments and Situational Redefinition

Christopher Winship

Surface agreements about the social definition of a situation, or what
Erving Gaffman calls veneers of consensus, are necessary for social
interaction to be coberent, But wiy and when do social definitions
change? In this article the author examines critical momenis as poinls
at which change may potentially take place, The autbor suggests that
change is possible when a breach bas occurred — an event, action,
statement wivich &5 inconsistent with the current social definition,
Hovever, change depends on whether individuals ignore the breach,
oppose i, or legitimize it The author introduces the notion of an under-
layment; the attitudes, that s, the belfefs, Bnowledge, preferences, and
normative commitments individuals bave about a particilar social
situation. He argues that whether a particular veneer of consensus will
change in the face of a breach is defermined, in part, by the under-
layment that supports that veneer.

Consensus is what many people say in chorus, but do not
believe as individuals.
— Abba Eban
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As the quote by Abba Eban suggests, consensus is about "singing the same
tune,” not actually agreeing about what tune would be best to sing or what
to think about the tune that is being sung. What Erving Goffman (1959)
calls veneers of consensus or surface agreements are omnipresent. Individ-
uals may behave as friends in public even though they hate each other. One
may act as if they agree with a statement made by the host of a dinner party,
even though they know it to be incorrect. One may compliment a colleague
on a paper, even though they are far from convinced by his analysis.

For social interaction to be coherent in any context there must be, at
some level, a shared and agreed-upon understanding of the situation, even
though if one examined the individuals' actual beliefs and attitudes, the
agreement might prove to be illusionary. In myriad ways and at numerous
times, in agreeing with others, people say one thing though they believe
another. They do that so social interaction may proceed in an orderly
fashion,

But surface agreements can change. Someone may reveal their true feel-
ings either intentionally or accidentally. When one individual states that they
are not convinced by a particular analysis in a paper, they may discover that
everyone finds the analysis questionable. Although veneers of consensus are
necessary for social order, there is always the potential that they will break
down,

This paper focuses on elements of a situation that are central to under-
standing why, when a particular understanding of a situation is challenged
by a breach (a term that I discuss below), or using a more general term, a
critical moment occurs, in some cases the situation is redefined and in
others it isn't. I primarily focus on small group dynamics, though my intent
is that the insights here be relevant to understanding how public/societal
understandings of situations change as well. I briefly explore these latter
implications in a later section of the paper.

In my analysis I examine three components of a group. The first is what
Goffman (1959) has called “the veneer of consensus” that defines the nor-
mative rules and symbolic context within which a group's interactions play
out, The second is what I term the “underlayment,” the set of individual atti-
tudes, beliefs, and preferences behind the group's veneer of consensus and
individuals' knowledge of each other attitudes. The third is the "glue” that
connects the veneer and the underlayment, which I use metaphorically to
refer to the set of interactions that come to connect a group's underlayment
to its veneer of shared understanding.

Although 1 rely heavily on Goffman’s metaphor of a “veneer” my intent
with the concept of an *underlayment” is to point to very non-Goffman-like
aspects of group dynamics. Whereas Goffman focuses on the dramaturgical
aspects of group interaction and its implicit rules, 1 want to point to the
importance of what is below the surface in terms of people’s values and
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beliefs. I use the term underlayment to point to the beliefs, knowledge, and
preferences that “support” the observed surface structure of interaction.
However, in pointing to the importance for group interaction of what is in
people's heads, 1 do not want in any way to suggest that either what is in
people's heads is at all coherent, or that it is what is in their heads that is
determinative of group interaction. This is the mistake made by rational
choice theory in its assumption that people’s preferences are coherent and
that their preferences along with contextual constraints determine individ-
ual behavior (Douglas and Ney 1998). That said, T do want to argue that it
is equally problematic to totally ignore what is in people’s heads.

An example of a point at which a change in a group's understanding
of itself is found in the biblical story of Esau and Jacob. After Jacob disguises
himself as Esau and tricks his father into giving him, as opposed to Esau,
his blessing, Esau wants to kill Jacob. Jacob flees and they do not meet again
for many years. When Jacob hears that his brother is coming to meet him,
he fears that Esau still intends to kill him. When they meet, however, Esau
greets him, they embrace, and in doing so redefine the situation not as
an opportunity for murder, but as an expression of brotherly love. At that
critical moment, the meaning of Esau and Jacob's encounter is totally
changed. The embrace is accepted, and both brothers weep. The new
definition of their situation/relationship is secure.

This simple story nicely illustrates how the definition of a situation —
perhaps more accurately the definition a relationship — can change. Earlier
in the story Esau and Jacob understand each other as competitors. Fur-
thermore, Esau sees Jacob as a trickster and someone not to be trusted
because at an even earlier point, Jacob has tricked Esau out of his birthright
by getting Esau when he is hungry to trade it for a bowl of soup.

The breach here is Esau's greeting of Jacob, an action that is inconsis-
tent with the assumption that Esau is out for revenge. The greeting points
to an alternative interpretation of Esau and Jacob's relationship — that they
are brothers who love each other. In embracing each other and weeping
together, the new definition of the situation takes hold. If instead Jacob had
rejected his brother's embrace, Esau might well have taken offense, in turn
reinforcing the old interpretation of their relationship as being based on
competition and distrust. The consequence may have been revenge instead
of reconciliation.

What we see here is a situation where two individuals have had a
particular understanding of their relationship. One individual breaches
that understanding and that breach suggests a different understanding of
their relationship. The other individual accepts the new definition by
interacting in a way consistent with the new definition of the situation,
but inconsistent with the old definition. A critical moment caused by a
breach has led to a redefinition of the two individuals® situation or
relationship.
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