
 
 
 
R. S. Perinbanayagam:  
Dialogic acts and the Presence of the Self 
 
 

“Human individuals are inescapably discursive creatures…. Above all, men 
and women are rhetorical animals.”  
 

(Perinbanayagam, 2000, p. 7, 51) 
 
 

Have you ever felt alone in a crowd; or, felt excluded from a conversation or a party? 
Many of us have and it isn’t a pleasant feeling. But this experience points out something 
really interesting about the self: It isn’t physical presence that gives presence to the self. 
Just attending a party or being at a place where conversation is occurring isn’t enough to 
make you (your self) present. We can even work at what Goffman calls impression 
management—that is, we can dress nice and stage our self in just the right way—and still 
not be in the conversation or party. So, if being physically present and dressing just so 
doesn’t do it, just exactly how do we make our self present in social situations? This is the 
question that facinates R. S. Perinbanayagam. 

In order to begin to think about this problem, Perinbanayagam starts with the 
idea of action. Perinbanayagam argues that the line that separates living from non-living 
entities is that living things act. Behavior is how living beings interact with and manifest 
their presence in the environment. In nature, these acts have varying degrees of 
complexity. For example, one of the things that make birds and worms different is the 
way they act. Their behavior is species specific and the actions of birds are much more 
complex than those of worms. Human action is unique to our species as well: Human 
action is marked by language. Perinbanayagam uses the term dialogic acts (dialogic: 
characterized by dialog) to conceptualize human action and to point out that human 
actions are characterized by communication and language. This idea makes intuitive 
sense, since humans are able to survive as a species because of culture. Our acts are 
cultural acts, filled with language, symbols, and meaning. 

Perinbanayagam’s point here is that there is a necessary relationship between the 
self and communication: Conversations can’t happen apart from the presence of selves, 
and selves find their possibility and existence in conversations, or dialogic acts. To 
emphasize this point Perinbanayagam (2002) quotes Mead: “The self is not something 
that exists first and then enters into relationship with others, but it is, so to speak, an eddy 
in the social current and so still a part of the current” (p. 26). Eddies are currents of air or 
water that run contrary to the stream. It isn’t so much the contrariness that 
Perinbanayagam wants us to see, but the fact that an eddy only exists in and because of its 
surrounding current. The same is true for selves: they only exist in and because of dialogic 
acts. The self doesn’t have a continuous existence; it isn’t something that we carry around 
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inside of us. It’s a mechanism that allows conversations to happen, whether that 
conversation occurs in the interaction or within the individual between the I and the Me. 
The important implication that Perinbanayagam draws out is that the self functions 
linguistically. 
 Dialogic acts are addressed to others and to the self and may be answered by the 
same. In other words, when we communicate either verbally or nonverbally, we are 
addressing not only the others present but also our self. And we can respond to our self, 
such as when we laugh at our own joke or become embarrassed. In addition to the self, 
there are three different kinds of others that may be addressed in the dialogic act, each 
with its own particular influence. The interactional other is immediately present in the 
interaction and provides situational control through immediate feedback to the self. The 
significant other speaks for the people the individual cares for the most and provides an 
emotional basis for the act. Significant others may be distant from or present in the 
dialogic act. Generalized others are clusters of attitudes and perspectives and provide the 
individual the standards of the community in the dialogic act. 
 The conversational or discursive nature of the self implies that people use 
rhetorical devices in the act to be seen and noticed. Webster’s (1983) defines rhetoric as 
“the art or science of using words effectively in speaking or writing, so as to influence or 
persuade” (p. 1555). The use of rhetorical devices with self, then, implies that people use 
particular ways of communicating in order to make the self felt, present, known, and in 
some ways indisputable to others. Perinbanayagam gives us four rhetorical modes the self 
uses: the reflexive process, addressive process, answerability process, and the referential 
process. The reflexive process is basic to the self and communication in general. Every act 
of the self is reflexive in that it involves an internalized conversation between the I and the 
Me. People are also reflexive in the sense that they track the acts of others “as expressions 
and indices of the other’s attitudes in order to organize one’s own self” (Perinbanayagam, 
2002, p. 55, emphasis original). 
 The addressive and answerability processes are the ways in which we present a self 
in the dialogic act. In every act we put the self into play. As an analogy, let’s think of a 
baseball game. At the beginning of every game the ball is “put into play.” Sometimes it is 
especially significant, as when the President or Vice President of the United States throws 
in the first ball of the first game of the season; other times its significance is mundane, as 
when the umpire throws the ball into play. But in every case, there is a specific method or 
ritual and meaning that follows how the ball is put into play. The same is true when the 
different players are put into the game, especially if there is a substitution. There are 
specific ways in which players are “put into play” and each method conveys meaning. 

In the same way, each of us puts a self into play. Part of the way that happens is 
through addressive processes. Think of this process as ways of addressing someone, such as 
Mrs., Mr., Professor, Sam, Samuel, buddy, wife, friend, best friend, loser, and so on. Each 
form of address denotes a different kind of self and has a dialog or discourse that goes 
along with it. For example, I once gave a presentation at another university, and in a 
particular part of that talk, I referred to my wife. But I didn’t address her as “wife;” I 
called her “my partner.” My wife wasn’t at the talk, but because I addressed her, she was 
present in the act for the other people. After the talk, a lesbian graduate student came up 
and asked if I was married. I said, “Yes,” and she replied, “You called your wife the right 
thing. I’m impressed.” She was so impressed she asked me to sit on her dissertation 
committee. Addressive actions rhetorically construct and make present the self and others 
and these methods of address carry with them entire discourses that can define you and 
your relationship to others politically, religiously, economically, and so forth.  
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One other point concerning addressive acts and the answered and unanswered self: 
it is impossible to have an interaction without such addressive acts, yet it is a risky 
endeavor. When we put a particular kind of self or other into play, we risk not being 
answered. Using my talk example: if I had addressed my spouse as “wife” instead of 
“partner,” my self would not have been answered by that specific woman and I wouldn’t 
have been able to work on a very exciting dissertation. How the self is answered or not 
answered is important. In their study of the homeless, David Snow and Leon Anderson 
(1992) quite clearly point out the power involved in answered and unanswered selves. The 
homeless are constantly putting a self into play that is unanswered. As a result, “to be 
homeless in America is not only to have fallen to the bottom of the status system; it is also 
to be confronted with gnawing doubts about self-worth and the meaning of existence” (p. 
199). 

This point concerning the answered and unanswered selves is, perhaps, even more 
important than it might seem. Perinbanayagam (2002) says that one of the principal 
reasons for conversation is it “enables the individual to objectify himself or herself as well as 
enables the other to objectify himself or herself” (p. 189, emphasis original). In fact, as 
Jonathan H. Turner (1988) claims, “The most central of these [motivations in 
interaction] is the need to sustain a self-concept” (p. 61). In other words, one of the most 
important reasons we engage in conversation is that we need to present a self that is 
answered and thus confirmed by others. In an interesting analysis of a conversation at a 
book club, Perinbanayagam notes that “it really didn’t matter what novel they talked 
about, so long as they … gathered and discussed something and gave presence to their 
selves” (p. 195, emphasis added). 

In addition to addressive processes, the self is involved in answerability processes. 
We’ve just talked about the answered and unanswered self, but Perinbanayagam has 
something else in mind with answerability processes, so be certain to keep them separate. 
While the concept of the answered and unanswered self is the response others give to the 
presented self, answerability processes are part of the way an individual puts a self in play. 
Answerability refers to the obligation we have to the self we present. For example, if I 
present myself as a professor, I am answerable or obligated to the expectations that go 
along with such a self. Perinbanayagam’s point is that we choose the way in which we 
present a self—in some ways of self presentation the answerability is clear but in others it 
is not. A good example of the lack of clarity in answerability is when people dress 
androgynously and don’t make a clear claim to a gender identity. This ambiguous 
answerability makes others uncomfortable because they don’t know how to “answer” that 
person’s gender. Because of this reciprocal link between selves that are put into play, 
Perinbanayagam concludes that making a self clearly answerable “confers a ‘gift’ on the 
other, making it an act of grace; the other can thereby understand what has been put 
forward and resolve—however tentatively—the mystery of the other, appreciate it, and 
answer it” (p. 67). 

Up to this point of Perinbanayagam’s theory we have a picture of a self that is only 
present in conversations (both internal and external), emerges out of the interaction 
process, and is dependent upon the reaction of others for its objective existence. Turner’s 
comments let us see that the emergent and incidental qualities of the self create high levels 
of anxiety in the individual, to the degree that sustaining the story of the self becomes a 
chief motivation in interaction. However, Perinbanayagam includes a structural 
component to his theory with the idea of identity. The self uses signs and words to make 
itself present. Those signs, words, and language constitute identity. 

Situations and interactions are negotiated and emergent. They may or may not 
happen and they may precede in almost any direction. Situations are also insular. That is, 
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they are not “naturally” connected one to another. Your day is filled with isolated dialogic 
acts with people at school, home, work, the grocery store, gift shop, and so on. What 
connects all these acts? Well, you do, but as we’ve seen the self is situational not trans-
situational (it doesn’t span situations). There is, however, something that is intrinsic to 
dialogic acts that is trans-situational and structured: language. In order to carry on a 
conversation we must use language and there is a particular language that is relevant to 
the self: the discourse or language of identity. 

We’ve already noted that people use rhetorical devices in the act to be seen and 
noticed. The way in which this occurs is through the linguistic structures of identity. 
There are three ideas that accompany this way of seeing identity. First, identities differ by 
range and depth. Range speaks of the number of people who can claim an identity; and 
depth captures the complexity of an identity. For example, the depth of the Christian 
identity is far more profound than the identity of student. If we picture depth as a web of 
identity, the Christian is situated in a many stranded web of mythic and linguistic 
structures that span all of time and creation, and the strands of this web reach into every 
facet of the Christian’s life. The identity of student, as important as it might be, does not 
have near the depth as the Christian: the myths and stories associated with student are far 
less in number and complexity, and the strands of the identity web only connect to 
certain portions of the student’s life. 

The second effect of the linguistic structure of identity provides continuity among 
people and situations. As we’ve noted, in and of themselves situations are insular. But the 
language of identity links them together. Yesterday, as I put myself into play at work, I 
claimed the identity and was answered as professor; tomorrow I will do the same thing. 
Though both days and situations are separated by many hours and many other 
interactions, the language of “professor” remains relatively unchanged. Thus, when I 
claimed and will again claim the identity of professor, the language and discourse used in 
such a claim and its addressive and answerability processes link those emergent selves and 
their situations together. Further, the language of identity, in this case professor, links the 
claimed identity to the interactional, significant, and generalized others. That is, the word 
“professor” is part of an entire way of talking that includes other terms such as student, 
dean, chancellor, full, associate, and assistant professor, and so on. 
 In contrast, the third idea that follows from the notion that language is the basis of 
identity is differentiation. Linguistically, identities work like categories, and the basic 
function of categories is to include and exclude. The strongest kind of categorical 
distinction is dichotomous, as with gender: to be male simultaneously means to not be 
female. This kind of bifurcation indicates a powerful element of social control around 
gender that is structured into our language. Other identities aren’t as strongly 
differentiated but are nonetheless always formed over and against another: 
“Differentiation of identity, with whatever cultural vocabulary that is available, is not 
something that a functioning human consciousness can avoid; rather it is an ontological 
condition of the beingness of itself and of the others it encounters” (Perinbanayagam, 
2000, p. 107). 
 
 

Summary 
Perinbanayagam retains Blumer’s idea of the self and interaction being emergent. Both 
are dialogic acts—action that involves dialog—and all dialog changes and grows as it 
moves along. Perinbanayagam actually pushes Blumer’s ideas a bit here by arguing that 
the self exists only as a facet of interaction. The self is a mechanism that allows 
conversations to occur, whether internal or external. The conversational nature of the self 
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indicates that people use rhetorical devices, such as the addressive process, to be seen and 
noticed. As with all rhetorical devices and speech, the self can be answered or unanswered. 
Others in the interaction can choose to acknowledge the self that one puts into play, in 
which case the addressive process (how we tell others to address us) is answered. In 
different cases, people may ignore the particular self put into play and the individual will 
probably put a “spin” on the self and try again. For Perinbanayagam, then, the self doesn’t 
exist per se, but is something that is used to facilitate conversation. To make the self stand 
out as a thing to be noticed, people will use rhetorical devices that may or may not be 
answered. However, Perinbanayagam adds a structural element to this brand of symbolic 
interaction. People not only have selves, they have identities too. Identities are used in 
conversation but they don’t exist there. Identities exist in language and language is 
structured. Using the same language to talk about the self in various situations makes the 
self appear trans-situational, but it is the language or discourse of identity that links the 
various situations, not the self. Identity languages create continuity and differentiation 
among people and they vary by their range and depth. 
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