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Introduction

In the paradigm of contemporary sociology, the study of deviant behavior is significant not only
from a psychological perspective, but particularly in terms of social interaction. Among the social
phenomena addressed in the Holy Quran, nifag (hypocrisy) holds a prominent position, as this
phenomenon, transcending a mere creedal approach, entails complex mechanisms of role-playing
and impression management. In the Quranic text, the hypocrite is an agent who, cognizant of the
norms governing the community of believers, attempts an artificial conformity with them in order
to reap the privileges of membership in this nascent institution. This dual action aligns profoundly
with the “dramaturgical” theory of Erving Goffman (1922-1982), a renowned sociologist of the
Chicago School, wherein the individual—through a precise distinction between the “front stage”
and the “back stage”—seeks to control the information presented to the audience (Goffman, 2015:
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48). In light of Goffman’s dramaturgical theory, society resembles a stage, and social actors are
the performers within this theatrical space.

Many Quranic commentators have analyzed hypocrisy from the perspective of the contradiction
between the inner self and the outer appearance. For instance, Allamah Tabatabai, examining the
opening verses of Surah Al-Baqarah, views hypocrisy as a veil that conceals the reality of faith
from the public eye (Tabatabai, 1997, vol. 1, p. 47). Nevertheless, a sociological perspective on
this phenomenon opens up new dimensions. As some researchers in the field of religion have not-
ed, hypocrisy is a kind of theatrical performance designed to ensure survival within a pressurized
religious social system (Shariati, 2006, p. 112). In this game, to avoid role disgrace, the hypocrite
is compelled to constantly review and monitor their own performance—a subject examined in
Goffman’s literature under the heading of “region behavior/territory management” (cf. Freund,
2010, p. 230).

On the other hand, recent studies conducted in the sociology of the Quran indicate that the Holy
Quran itself acts as a macro-observer which, through divine revelations, brings the back-stage
realm of the hypocrites to the front stage, thereby lifting the veil from their performance
(Ma’refat, 2003, vol. 2, p. 185). Unlike ordinary observers, the Quran has access to the strategic
depth of social agents and, by disrupting their performance, exposes their “role discrepancy.”
Employing Goffman’s sociological dramaturgical framework and relying on the analysis of verses
concerning hypocrites in the Holy Quran, this article seeks to elucidate this process in order to re-
interpret their dramaturgical persona from a social perspective. Accordingly, the main research
question is: How is the personality of hypocrites represented in the divine word based on
Goffman’s model, and how does the Quran disrupt their theatrical play through the “technique of
revelation/exposure”?

This research endeavors to present an interdisciplinary reading of hypocrisy—bridging classical
Quranic sciences and modern sociological theories—that transcends traditional approaches and
elucidates the operational dimensions of this dramaturgical persona. This is because “encounter-
ing the most complex form of soft threat in Islamic societies—the phenomenon of hypocrisy—
requires novel diagnostic models that both possess religious authenticity and the capability of ap-
plication in the contemporary world” (Salimi & Yousefi, 2026, p. 11).

Materials and Methods

Employing a qualitative approach and a critical content analysis method, this research utilizes
Goffman’s impression management theory as an analytical lens to examine the persona of hypo-
crites in the Quran. To this end, verses depicting the interactions of hypocrites with the Prophet
and the Islamic community in the Medinan Surahs were first purposefully extracted. These verses
were then coded based on Goffman’s concepts, such that overt behaviors were categorized as
“front stage,” secret meetings as “back stage,” and their efforts to justify contradictions as “im-
pression management.” Subsequently, the function of revelation as a “macro-observer” was ana-
lyzed to determine how the Holy Quran, through exposure, breaches the barrier between the front
and back stages and causes the hypocrites’ impression management to fail. Finally, by synthesiz-
ing the coding findings with Goffman’s theory, hypocrisy is explained as a “dramatic failure” in
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the face of divine omniscience, demonstrating how this contrived action inevitably leads to dis-
grace when confronted with the revealing Word of God.
The “dramaturgical” theory, first introduced by Erving Goffman in The Presentation of Self in
Everyday Life, provides a framework for analyzing human interactions through the metaphor of
the theater. According to this perspective, social actors, much like actors on a stage, constantly
strive to present a controlled and desirable image of the “self” to their audience (Goffman, 2015:
48).

1. Front Stage
Goffman defines the “front stage” as that part of the individual’s performance which regularly
functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe it. This
realm includes the setting, appearance, and manner through which the individual attempts to meet
the normative expectations of society (Goffman, 2015: 53).

2. Back Stage
The “back stage,” or private space, is where the actor steps out of character. In this space, the per-
former can distance themselves from their public role and manifest their true intentions or hidden
contradictions. In Goffman’s terms, the back stage is where “incriminating facts” regarding the
reality of the actor are concealed (Goffman, 2015: 125).

3. Impression Management and Role Discrepancy
Goffman believes that actors require techniques of “impression management” to maintain the le-
gitimacy of their performance and to prevent “role discrepancy” or performance failure. A “role
discrepancy” occurs when a gap emerges between the theatrical performance and the actor’s true
identity, and the audience (in this case, divine revelation) detects this contradiction (cf. Freund,
2010, p. 230).

Discussion & Results

A) Conceptualization of Hypocrisy (Nifaq) as a “Social Action”

Hypocrisy, far beyond being merely an internal moral trait, is conceptualized as a “strategic social
action” within the context of the /ebenswelt (life-world) of early Islamic Medina. According to
Erving Goffman’s theory, the hypocrite’s persona is a “performative persona” who consciously
engages in “impression management” to access the social capital of the religious community
(Goffman, 2015: 48).

As a social agent, the hypocrite is well aware that in a society where faith serves as the primary
symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1990: 88), feigning belief is a prerequisite for survival and influence.
In the “front stage,” using normative verbal and behavioral tools, the hypocrite enacts a role that
aligns with societal expectations. The Holy Quran describes this strategic action in Surah Al-
Baqarah (2:14): «Gal 1518 1 5l 301 1 581131 55 (“And when they meet those who believe, they say, ‘We
have believed’”’). From a sociological perspective, the expression « iy (they meet) equates to en-
tering the realm of social interaction, wherein the hypocrite, by declaring alignment, manages an
image of self that guarantees their legitimacy before the believers (Tabatabai, 1995, vol. 1: 81).
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B) Deconstructing the “Front Stage” in the Social Life of Hypocrites

Goftman posits that the “front stage” is that part of the performance designed consciously for the
audience to establish the “definition of the situation” for them (Goffman, 2015: 53). In this realm,
the hypocrite resorts to “surface conformity” so that their social identity is accepted as a member
of the faithful community; as the Quran states: «al | 58 1 il (.30 1 811315, 5 (Al-Bagarah: 14).

The term « sty (they meet) precisely signifies the hypocrite’s entry onto the “front stage,” where
they adopt a personalized persona. Knowing that the audience (the believers) holds a set of “role
expectations,” the hypocrite uses the utterance «%4l» to perform a role that corresponds with the
reference group’s expectations. This is a “performative enactment” aimed at generating the im-
pression of “faith” in the minds of the audience.

Face-Work in the Front Stage
Goffman believes that when an actor is at risk of “losing face,” they resort to “face-work™ to re-
pair thelr performance (Goffman, 2015:230); Almighty God states K 2h Lo o808 268 A G silagy
“) «OAE 258 a@-\SbAnd they swear by Allah that they are among you while they are not from you;
but they are a people who are afraid”’- At-Tawbah: 56), as well as &l 533 813 28 o 5 &1 AL () 8135,
“) «Criaa ) 58 () 8 gl 5 o Gal They swear by Allah to you [believers] that they might satisfy you -
and Allah and His Messenger are more worthy that they should satisfy Him, if they are believers”
- At-Tawbah: 62)
“One of the tools utilized by hypocrites is false swearing” (Javari, 2013: 293). From Goffman’s
viewpoint, these oaths act as “protective techniques” that the actor employs when confronting
“counter-face” threats or the endangerment of their theatrical reality (Goffman, 2015: 115). In the
first verse, the hypocrite attempts, by swearing in the divine name, to bridge the deep chasm be-
tween their “claim of belonging” (3! - “are among you”) and their “inner reality” (Xis 2 & -
“while they are not from you”) using sacred linguistic capital. In fact, these oaths are designed not
to prove the truth, but to manage the audience’s impression and prevent them from penetrating the
“back stage” (where their hypocrisy actually lies).

C) Unveiling the “Back Stage” and Hidden Ties

In Goffman’s theory, the “back stage” is a space where the actor is freed from the constraints of
the “role,” removes the mask, and manages data that contradict the “front stage performance”
(Goffman, 2015: 125). For the hypocrites in the Quran, the “back stage” is not merely a place to
rest from role-playing, but rather a “strategic center for hidden alliances” and planning for the
subversion of the front stage. The revelation’s exposure of this realm functions as the “dramatic
collapse of the performance” and the disgrace of the actor before the audience.

Conclusion

The “performative persona” of the hypocrites in the Quran precisely follows the logic of “the

presentation of self” in Erving Goffman’s theory. The findings indicate that in the social sphere of

Medina, the hypocrites were actors who, by adopting a strategy of a desirable persona, established

a strict demarcation between the “front stage” (where they displayed outward faith) and the “back
K
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stage” (where they persisted in their disbelief and doubt). This dual persona is not a static state,
but a continuous process of role-playing in which the hypocrite, in order to gain social capital and
protect their life and property, is constantly “managing the information presented” to the commu-
nity of believers. The present study demonstrated that this theatrical persona is an “instrumental”
one, whose primary function is to create a balance between the normative requirements of Islamic
society and the individual motives opposing them.

Regarding how the Quran confronts this performance, the findings imply that the Quran, through
the technique of “structural exposure,” shatters the defensive strategy of the hypocrites. From
Goffman’s perspective, every actor needs boundary control to maintain their staging. The Quran,
as a macro-observer cognizant of the unseen, precisely targets this secure sanctuary of the hypo-
crites (the back stage). By unveiling private gatherings, whispering (najwa), and covert conspira-
cies, Quranic verses effectively bring those “incriminating facts” that the hypocrites had painstak-
ingly concealed onto the “front stage.” This divine intervention causes the hypocrites’ perfor-
mance to suffer from role discrepancy and exposes them to role failure. In other words, by elimi-
nating the “segregation of stages,” the Quran strips the hypocrites of their primary tool for im-
pression management, thereby driving their theatricality to collapse.

Keywords
Holy Quran, Hypocrites (Munafigin), Dramatic Personality, Impression Management, Erving
Goffman, Sociology of Hypocrisy, Social Role-Playing
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