Chapter 18

Erving Goffman

ON FACE-WORK: AN ANALYSIS OF
RITUAL ELEMENTS IN SOCIAL
INTERACTION

VERY PERSON LIVES IN A WORLD of social encounters, involving
Ehim either in face-to-face or mediated contact with other participants. In
each of these contacts, he tends to act out what is sometimes called a line -
that is, a pattern of verbal and nonverbal acts by which he expresses his view
of the situation and through this his evaluation of the participants, especially
himself. Regardless of whether a person intends to take a line, he will find
that he has done so in effect. The other participants will assume that he has
more or less willfully taken a stand, so that if he is to deal with their response
to him he must take into consideration the impression they have possibly
formed of him.

The term face may be defined as the positive social value a person effectively
claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular con-
tact. Face is an image of self delineated in terms of approved social attributes —
albeit an image that others may share, as when a person makes a good showing
for his profession or religion by making a good showing for himself.

A person tends to experience an immediate emotional response to the
face which a contact with others allows him; he cathects his"face; his “feel-
ings” become attached to it. If the encounter sustains an image of him that
he has long taken for granted, he probably will have few feelings about the
matter. If events establish a face for him that is better than he might have
expected, he is likely to “feel good”; if his ordinary expectations are not
fulfilled, one expects that he will “feel bad” or “feel hurt.” In general, a

Source: Erving Goffman, Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior, Garolen City, N.Y.:
Anchor/Doubleday, 1967.
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person’s attachment to a particular face, coupled with the ease with which
disconfirming information can be conveyed by himself and others, provides
one reason why he finds that participation in any contact with others is a
commitment. A person will also have feelings about the face sustained for
the other participants, and while these feelings may differ in quantity and
direction from those he has for his own face, they constitute an involvement
in the face of others that is as immediate and spontaneous as the involve-
ment he has in his own face. One’s own face and the face of others are
constructs of the same order; it is the rules of the group and the definition
of the situation which determine how much feeh’ng one is to have for face
and how this feeling is to be distributed among the faces involved.

A person may be said to have, or be in, or maintain face when the line
he effectively takes presents an image of him that is internally consistent,
that is supported by judgements and evidence conveyed by other participants,
and that is confirmed by evidence conveyed through impersonal agencies in
the situation. At such times the person’s face clearly is something that is not
lodged in or on his body, but rather something that is diffusely located in
the flow of events in the encounter and becomes manifest only when these
events are read and interpreted for the appraisals expressed in them.

L..]

1]

A person may be said to be in wrong face when information is brought
forth in some way about his social worth which cannot be integrated, even
with effort, into the line that is being sustained for him. A person may be
said to be out of face when he participates in a contact with others without
having ready a line of the kind participants in such situations are expected
to take. The intent of many pranks is to lead a person into showing a wrong
face or no face, but there will also be serious occasions, of course, when he
will find himself expressively out of touch with the situation.

When a person senses that he is in face, he typically responds with feel-
ings of confidence and assurance. Firm in the line he is taking, he feels that
he can hold his head up and openly present himself to others. He feels some
security and some relief — as he also can when the others feel he is in wrong
face but successfully hide these feelings from him.

[ -]

Following common usage, [ shall employ the term poise to refer to the
Capacity to suppress and conceal any tendency to become shamefaced during
encounters with others.

In our Anglo-American society, as in some others, the phrase “to lose face”
Seems to mean to be in wrong face, to be out of face, or to be shamefaced.
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The phrase “to save one’s face” appears to refer to the process by which h,
person sustains an impression for others that he has not lost face. Follm\»inu
Chinese usage, one can say that “to give face” is to arrange for another to take 5
better line than he might otherwise have been able to take, the other thercly
gets face given him, this being one way in which he can gain face. :

As an aspect of the social code of any social circle, one may expect 1o
find an understanding as to how far a person should go to save his face. Once
he takes on a self-image expressed through face he will be expected to live
up to it. In different ways in different societies he will be required to show
self-respect, abjuring certain actions because they are above or beneath him,
while forcing himself to perform others even though they cost him dmr]y,
By entering a situation in which he is given a face to maintain, a person takes
on the responsibility of standing guard over the flow of events as they pass
before him. He must ensure that a particular expressive order is sustainced — ap
order that regulates the flow of events, large or small, so that anything that
appears to be expressed by them will be consistent with his face. [. . .|

Just as the member of any group is expected to have self-respect, so also
he is expected to sustain a standard of considerateness; he is expected to go
to certain lengths to save the feelings and the face of others present, and he
is expected to do this willingly and spontaneously because of emotional iden-
tification with the others and with their feelings. In consequence, he is
disinclined to witness the defacement of others. The person who can witness
another’s humiliation and unfeelingly retain a cool countenance himscll’ is
said in our society to be “heartless,” just as he who can unfeelingly participate
in his own defacement is thought to be “shameless.”

The combined effect of the rule of self-respect and the rule of consid-
erateness is that the person tends to conduct himself during an encounter so
as to maintain both his own face and the face of the other participants. This
means that the line taken by each participant is usually allowed to prevail,
and each participant is allowed to carry off the role he appears to have chosen
for himself. A state where everyone temporarily accepts everyone clse’s line
is established. This kind of mutual acceptance seems to be a basic structural
feature of interaction, especially the interaction of face-to-face talk. It is typi-
cally a “working” acceptance, not a “real” one, since it tends to be hased not
on agreement of candidly expressed heart-felt evaluations, but upon a will-
ingness to give temporary lip service to judgements with which the
participants do not really agree.

The mutual acceptance of lines has an important conservative ellcct upon
encounters. Once the person initially presents a line, he and the others tend
to build their later responses upon it, and in a sense become stuck with it.
Should the person radically alter his line, or should it become discredited,
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then confusion results, for the participants will have prepared and committed
themselves for actions that are now unsuitable.

Ordinarily, maintenance of face is a condition of interaction, not its
objective. Usual objectives, such as gaining face for oneself, giving free expres-
sion to one’s true beliefs, introducing depreciating information about the
others, or solving problems and performing tasks, are typically pursued in
such a way as to be consistent with the maintenance of face. To study face-
saving is to study the traffic rules of social interaction; one learns about the
code the person adheres to in his movement across the paths and designs of
others, but not where he is going, or why he wants to get there. One does
not even learn why he is ready to follow the code, for a large number of
different motives can equally lead him to do so. He may want to save his
own face because of his emotional attachment to the image of self which it
expresses, because of his pride or honor, because of the power his presumed
status allows him to exert over the other participants, and so on. He may
want to save the others’ face because of his emotional attachment to an image
of them, or because he feels that his coparticipants have a moral right to this
protection, or because he wants to avoid the hostility that may be directed
toward him if they lose their face. He may feel that an assumption has been
made that he is the sort of person who shows compassion and sympathy
toward others, so that to retain his own face, he may feel obliged to be
considerate of the line taken by the other participants.

By face-work I mean to designate the actions taken by a person to make
whatever he is doing consistent with face. Face-work serves to counteract

- ‘“incidents” — that is, events whose effective symbolic implications threaten
~ face. Thus poise is one important type of face-work, for through poise the
. person controls his embarrassment and hence the embarrassment that he and
others might have over his embarrassment. Whether or not the full conse-
- quences of face-saving actions are known to the person who employs them,
they often become habitual and standardized practices; they are like tradi-
tional plays in a game or traditional steps in a dance. Each person, subculture,

‘and society seems to have its own characteristic repertoire of face-saving
Practiccs. It is to this repertoire that people partly refer when they ask what
a person or culture is “really” like. And yet the particular set of practices

Stressed by particular persons or groups seems to be drawn from a single

|

logically coherent framework of possible practices. It is as if face, by its very

=- ature, can be saved only in a certain number of ways, and as if each social
{grouping must make its selections from this single matrix of possibilities.

The members of every social circle may be expected to have some knowl-
€dge of face-work and some experience in its use. In our society, this kind
’ Capacity is sometimes called tact, savoir-faire, diplomacy, or social skill.
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Variation in social skill pertains more to the efficacy of face-work than tq
the frequency of its application, for almost all acts involving others are modi.
fied, prescriptively or proscriptively, by considerations of face.

If a person is to employ his repertoire of face-saving practices, obviuusly
he must first become aware of the interpretations that others may have placed
upon his acts and the interpretations that he ought perhaps to place upon
theirs. In other words, he must exercise perceptiveness. [. . .]

I have already said that the person will have two points of view — 3
defensive orientation toward saving his own face and a protective orienta-
tion toward saving the others’ face. Some practices will be primarily defensive
and others primarily protective, although in general one may expect these
two perspectives to be taken at the same time. In trying to save the face of
others, the person must choose a tack that will not lead to loss of his own;
in trying to save his own face, he must consider the loss of face that his
action may entail for others.

(-]

The basic kinds of face-work
The avoidance process

The surest way for a person to prevent threats to his face is to avoid contacts
in which these threats are likely to occur. In all societies one can observe
this in the avoidance relationship and in the tendency for certain delicate
transactions to be conducted by go-betweens. Similarly, in many socictics,
members know the value of voluntarily making a gracious withdrawal before
an anticipated threat to face has had a chance to occur.

Once the person does chance an encounter, other kinds of avoidance prac-
tices come into play. As defensive measures, he keeps off topics and away from
activities that would lead to the expression of information that is inconsistent
with the line he is maintaining. At opportune moments he will change the topic
of conversation or the direction of activity. He will often present initially a
front of diffidence and composure, suppressing any show of feeling until he
has found out what kind of line the others will be ready to support for him,
Any claims regarding self may be made with belittling modesty, with strong
qualifications, or with a note of unseriousness; by hedging in thesc ways he
will have prepared a self for himself that will not be discredited by exposure,
personal failure, or the unanticipated acts of others. And if he does not hedge
his claims about self, he will at least attempt to be realistic about them, know-
ing that otherwise events may discredit him and make him lose facc.
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Certain protective maneuvers are as common as these defensive ones.
The person shows respect and politeness, making sure to extend to others
any ceremonial treatment that might be their due. He employs discretion;
he leaves unstated facts that might implicitly or explicitly contradict and
embarrass the positive claims made by others. He employs circumlocutions
and deception, phrasing his replies with careful ambiguity so that the others’
face is preserved even if their welfare is not. He employs courtesies, making
slight modifications of his demands on or appraisals of the others so that they
will be able to define the situation as one in which their self-respect is not
threatened. In making a belittling demand upon the others, or in imputing
uncomplimentary attributes to them, he may employ a joking manner,
allowing them to take the line that they are good sports, able to relax from
their ordinary standards of pride and honor. And before engaging in a poten-
tially offensive act, he may provide explanations as to why the others ought
not to be affronted by it. For example, if he knows that it will be necessary
to withdraw from the encounter before it has terminated, he may tell the
others in advance that it is necessary for him to leave, so that they will have
faces that are prepared for it. But neutralizing the potentially offensive act
need not be done verbally; he may wait for a propitious moment or natural
break — for example, in conversation, a momentary lull when no one speaker
can be affronted — and then leave, in this way using the context instead of
his words as a guarantee of inoffensiveness.

When a person fails to prevent an incident, he can still attempt to main-
tain the fiction that no threat to face has occurred. The most blatant example
of this is found where the person acts as if an event that contains a threat-
ening expression has not occurred at all. He may apply this studied
nonobservance to his own acts — as when he does not by outward sign admit
that his stomach is rumbling — or to the acts of others, as when he does not
“see” that another has stumbled. Social life in mental hospitals owes much
to this process; patients employ it in regard to their own peculiarities, and
visitors employ it, often with tenuous desperation, in regard to patients. In
general, tactful blindness of this kind is applied only to events that, if
perceived at all, could be perceived and interpreted only as threats to face.

A more important, less spectacular kind of tactful overlooking is prac-
ticed when a person openly acknowledges an incident as an event that has

~ occurred, but not as an event that contains a threatening expression. If he
- is not the one who is responsible for the incident, then his blindness will
_ have to be supported by his forbearance; if he is the doer of the threatening

deed, then his blindness will have to be supported by his willingness to seek

- @ way of dealing with the matter, which leaves him dangerously dependent
~ upon the cooperative forbearance of the others.
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Another kind of avoidance occurs when a person loses control of hig
expressions during an encounter. At such times he may try not so much o
overlook the incident as to hide or conceal his activity in some way, thuy
making it possible for the others to avoid some of the difficulties creatcd |y
a participant who has not maintained face. Correspondingly, when a pursn{a
is caught out of face because he had not expected to be thrust into inter-
action, or because strong feelings have disrupted his expressive mask, the
others may protectively turn away from him or his activity for a moment,
to give him time to assemble himself.

The corrective process

When the participants in an undertaking or encounter fail to prevent the occur-
rence of an event that is exprcssively incompatible with the judgenu-nls of
social worth that are being maintained, and when the event is of the kind that
is difficult to overlook, then the participants are likely to give it accredited sta-
tus as an incident — to ratify it as a threat that deserves direct offtcial attention
— and to proceed to try to correct for its effects. At this point one or more
participants find themselves in an established state of ritual disequilibrium or
disgrace, and an attempt must be made to re-establish a satisfactory ritual state
for them. I use the term ritual because I am dealing with acts through whose
symbolic component the actor shows how worthy he is of respect or how
worthy he feels others are of it. The imagery of equilibrium is apt here because
the length and intensity of the corrective effort is nicely adapted to the per-
sistence and intensity of the threat. One’s face, then, is a sacred thing, and the
expressive order required to sustain it is therefore a ritual one.

The sequence of acts set in motion by an acknowledged threat to lace,
and terminating in the re-establishment of ritual equilibrium, I shall call an
interchange. Defining a message or move as everything conveyed by an actor
during a turn at taking action, one can say that an interchange will involve
two or more moves and two or more participants. Obvious cxamplvs in our
society may be found in the sequence of “Excuse me” and “Certainly,” and
in the exchange of presents or visits. The interchange seems to be a basic
concrete unit of social activity and provides one natural empirical way to
study interaction of all kinds. Face-saving practices can be usefully classilied
according to their position in the natural sequence of moves that comprise
this unit. Aside from the event which introduces the need for a corrective
interchange, four classic moves seem to be involved.

There is, first, the challenge, by which participants take on the respon-
sibility of calling attention to the misconduct; by implication they suggest
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that the threatened claims are to stand firm and that the threatening event
itself will have to be brought back into line.

The second move consists of the offering, whereby a participant, typically
the offender, is given a chance to correct for the offense and re-establish the
expressive order. Some classic ways of making this move are available. On
the one hand, an attempt can be made to show that what admittedly appeared
to be a threatening expression is really a meaningless event, or an uninten-
tional act, or a joke not meant to be taken seriously, or an unavoidable,
. “understandable” product of extenuating circumstances. On the other hand,
" the meaning of the event may be granted and effort concentrated on the
creator of it. Information may be provided to show that the creator was
E ~ under the influence of something and not himself, or that he was under the
i ~ command of somebody else and not acting for himself. When a person claims
- that an act was meant in jest, he may go on and claim that the self that
~ seemed to lie behind the act was also projected as a joke. When a person
fsuddenly finds that he has demonstrably failed in capacities that the others
~ assumed him to have and to claim for himself — such as the capacity to spell,
' to perform minor tasks, to talk without malapropisms, and so on — he may
"guickly add, in a serious or unserious way, that he claims these incapacities
' as part of his self. The meaning of the threatening incident thus stands, but
" it can now be incorporated smoothly into the flow of expressive events.
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t herelbate  After the challenge and the offering have been made, the third move can
d torthel ‘occur: the persons to whom the offering is made can accept it as a satisfac-

tory means of re-establishing the expressive order and the faces supported
by this order. Only then can the offender cease the major part of his ritual

‘hreat to offering.

I shall ~ In the terminal move of the interchange, the forgiven person conveys a
:d by an a of gratitude to those who have given him the indulgence of forgiveness.
e will inv - The phases of the corrective process — challenge, offering, acceptance,
:.amples in thanks — provide a model for interpersonal ritual behavior, but a model
‘ertainly,” may be departed from in significant ways. For example, the offended
to be a basi ties may give the offender a chance to initiate the offering on his own
pirical wa tfore a challenge is made and before they ratify the offense as an incident.
fully classified 1S iS a common courtesy, extended on the assumption that the recipient

that co! Cintroduce a self-challenge. Further, when the offended persons accept
corrective offering, the offender may suspect that this has been grudg-
ly done from tact, and so he may volunteer additional corrective offerings,
01 ,"ﬂllowing the matter to rest until he has received a second or third accep-

ance of his repeated apology. Or the offended persons may tactfully take




314 ERVING GOFFMAN

over the role of the offender and volunteer excuses for him that will, perforee
be acceptable to the offended persons. d

An important departure from the standard corrective cycle occurs whey
a challenged offender patently refuses to heed the warning and continyes
with his offending behavior, instead of setting the activity to rights. This
move shifts the play back to the challengers. If they countenance the refyg)

to meet their demands, then it will be plain that their challenge was a blyfr

and that the bluff has been called. This is an untenable position; a face
for themselves cannot be derived from it, and they are left to bluster, Tq
avoid this fate, some classic moves are open to them. For instance, they
can resort to tactless, violent retaliation, destroying either themselves or the
person who had refused to heed their warning. Or they can withdraw
from the undertaking in a visible huff — righteously indignant, outraged, but
confident of ultimate vindication. Both tacks provide a way of d(-n_\'ing the
offender his status as an interactant, and hence denying the rcality of
the offensive judgment he has made. Both strategies are ways ol salvaging
face, but for all concerned the costs are usually high. It is partly to forestall
such scenes that an offender is usually quick to offer apologies; he does not
want the affronted persons to trap themselves into the obligation to resort
to desperate measures.

It is plain that emotions play a part in these cycles of response, as when
anguish is expressed because of what one has done to another’s face, or anger
because of what has been done to one’s own. I want to stress that these
emotions function as moves, and fit so precisely into the logic of the ritual
game that it would seem difficult to understand them without it. In fact,
spontaneously expressed feelings are likely to fit into the formal pattern of
the ritual interchange more elegantly than consciously designed oncs.

Making points — the aggressive use of face-work

Every face-saving practice which is allowed to neutralize a particular threat
opens up the possibility that the threat will be willtully introduced [or what
can be safely gained by it. If a person knows that his modesty will be answered
by others’ praise of him, he can fish for compliments. If his own appraisal
of self will be checked against incidental events, then he can arrange for
favorable incidental events to appear. If others are prepared to overlook an
affront to them and act forbearantly, or to accept apologies, then he can rely
on this as a basis for safely offending them. He can attempt by sudden with-
drawal to force the others into a ritually unsatisfactory state, leaving them
to flounder in an interchange that cannot readily be completed. Finally, at
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perforce, some expense to himself, he can arrange for the others to hurt his feelings,
thus forcing them to feel guilt, remorse, and sustained ritual disequilibrium.

urs when When a person treats face-work not as something he need be prepared to
continues perform, but rather as something that others can be counted on to perform or
thts. This to accept, then an encounter or an undertaking becomes less a scene of mutual
he refusal considerateness than an arena in which a contest or match is held. The purpose
ras a bluff of the game is to preserve everyone’s line from an inexcusable contradiction,
m; a face while scoring as many points as possible against one’s adversaries and making as
luster. To many gains as possible for oneself. An audience to the struggle is almost a neces-
wce, they sity. The general method is for the person to introduce favorable facts about
ives or the himself and unfavorable facts about the others in such a way that the only reply
withdraw the others will be able to think up will be one that terminates the interchange
raged, but in a grumble, a meager excuse, a face-saving I-can-take-a-joke laugh, or an
enying the empty stereotyped comeback of the “Oh yeah?” or “That’s what you think”
reality of = variety. The losers in such cases will have to cut their losses, tacitly grant the
f salvaging = loss of a point, and attempt to do better in the next interchange. Points made
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by allusion to social class status are sometimes called snubs; those made by allu-
sions to moral respectability are sometimes called digs; in either case one deals
~ with a capacity at what is sometimes called “bitchiness.”
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i Cooperation in face-work

- When a face has been threatened, face-work must be done, but whether this
s initiated and primarily carried through by the person whose face is threat-

ones. 9 ~ened, or by the offender, or by a mere witness, is often of secondary
‘ | importance. Lack of effort on the part of one person induces compensative

effort from others; a contribution by one person relieves the others of the

rk “task. In fact, there are many minor incidents in which the offender and

the offended simultaneously attempt to initiate an apology. Resolution of the
uation to everyone’s apparent satisfaction is the first requirement; correct
apportionment of blame is typically a secondary consideration. Hence terms
uch as tact and savoir-faire fail to distinguish whether it is the person’s own
face that his diplomacy saves or the face of the others. Similarly, terms such
@ gaffe and faux pas fail to specify whether it is the actor’s own face he has
1:_7- eatened or the face of other participants. [...] Tact in regard to
face-work often relies for its operation on a tacit agreement to do business
13 ough the language of hint — the language of innuendo, ambiguities, well-
placed pauses, carefully worded jokes, and so on. The rule regarding this
mcial kind of communication is that the sender ought not to act as if he
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had officially conveyed the message he has hinted at, while the recipicnts
have the right and the obligation to act as if they have not officially reccived
the message contained in the hint. Hinted communication, then, is deniable
communication; it need not be faced up to. It provides a means by which
the person can be warned that his current line or the current situation is
leading to loss of face, without this warning itself becoming an incident.

Another form of tacit cooperation, and one that seems to be much used
in many societies, is reciprocal self-denial. Often the person does not have
a clear idea of what would be a just or acceptable apportionment of judge-
ments during the occasions, and so he voluntarily deprives or depreciates
himself while indulging and complimenting the others, in both cases carrying
the judgements safely past what is likely to be just. The favorable judgements
about himself he allows to come from the others; the unfavorable judge-
ments of himself are his own contributions. This “after you, Alphonse”
technique works, of course, because in depriving himself he can reliably antic-
ipate that the others will compliment or indulge him. Whatever allocation
of favors is eventually established, all participants are first given a chance to
show that they are not bound or constrained by their own desires and cxpec-
tations, that they have a properly modest view of themselves, and that they
can be counted upon to support the ritual code. Negative bargaining, through
which each participant tries to make the terms of the trade more favorable
to the other side, is another instance; as a form of exchange perhaps it is
more widespread than the economist’s kind.

A person’s performance of face-work, extended by his tacit agrecment
to help others perform theirs, represents his willingness to abide by the
ground rules of social interaction. Here is the hallmark of his socialization
as an interactant. If he and the others were not socialized in this way, inter-
action in most societies and most situations would be a much more hazardous
thing for feelings and faces. The person would find it impractical to be orien-
tated to symbolically conveyed appraisals of social worth, or to be possessed
of feelings — that is, it would be impractical for him to be a ritually delicate
object. And as I shall suggest, if the person were not a ritually delicate object,
occasions of talk could not be organized in the way they usually are. It is no
wonder that trouble is caused by a person who cannot be relied upon to play
the face-saving game.
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The ritual roles of the self

So far I have implicitly been using a double definition of self: the self as an
image pieced together from the expressive implications of the full flow of
events in an undertaking; and the self as a kind of player in a ritual game
who copes honorably or dishonorably, diplomatically or undiplomatically,
with the judgemental contingencies of the situation. [. . .]

Once the two roles of the self have been separated, one can look to the
ritual code implicit in face-work to learn how the two roles are related.
When a person is responsible for introducing a threat to another’s face, he
apparcntly has a right, within limits, to wriggle out of the difﬁculty by means
of self-abasement. When performed voluntarily these indignities do not seem
to profane his own image. It is as if he had the right of insulation and could
castigate himself qua actor without injuring himself qua object of ultimate
worth. By token of the same insulation he can belittle himself and modestly
underplay his positive qualities, with the understanding that no one will take
his statements as a fair representation of his sacred self. On the other hand,
if he is forced against his will to treat himself in these ways, his face, his
pride, and his honor will be seriously threatened. Thus, in terms of the ritual
code, the person seems to have a special license to accept mistreatment at
his own hands that he does not have the right to accept from others. Perhaps
this is a safe arrangement because he is not likely to carry this license too
far, whereas the others, were they given this privilege, might be more likely
to abuse it.

Further, within limits the person has a right to forgive other participants
for affronts to his sacred image. He can forbearantly overlook minor slurs

~ upon his face, and in regard to somewhat greater injuries he is the one person
~ who is in a position to accept apologies on behalf of his sacred self. This is
a relatively safe prerogative for the person to have in regard to himself, for
it is one that is exercised in the interests of the others or of the undertaking,

- Interestingly enough, when the person commits a gaffe against himself, it is
. not he who has the license to forgive the event; only the others have that
. prerogative, and it is a safe prerogative for them to have because they can

- exercise it only in his interests or in the interests of the undcrtaking. One

’_ finds, then, a system of checks and balances by which each participant tends
to be given the right to handle only those matters which he will have little

+3

. Mmotivation for mishandling. In short, the rights and obligations of an inter-

~actant are designed to prevent him from abusing his role as an object of
- sacred value.
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Face and social relationships

When a person begins a mediated or immediate encounter, he already stands
in some kind of social relationship to the others concerned, and expects to
stand in a given relationship to them after the particular encounter cnds,
This, of course, is one of the ways in which social contacts are geared into
the wider society. Much of the activity occurring during an encounter can
be understood as an effort on everyone’s part to get through the occasion
and all the unanticipated and unintentional events that can cast participants
in an undesirable light, without disrupting the relationships of the participants,
And if relationships are in the process of change, the object will be to bring
the encounter to a satisfactory close without altering the expected coursc of
development. This perspective nicely accounts, for example, for the little
ceremonies of greeting and farewell which occur when people begin a conver-
sational encounter or depart from one. Greetings provide a way of showing
that a relationship is still what it was at the termination of the previous copar-
ticipation, and, typically, that this relationship involves sufficient suppression
of hostility for the participants temporarily to drop their guards and talk.
Farewells sum up the effect of the encounter upon the relationship and show
what the participants may expect of one another when they next meet. The
enthusiasm of greetings compensates for the weakening of the relationship
caused by the absence just terminated, while the enthusiasm of farewclls
compensates the relationship for the harm that is about to be done to it by
separation. Greetings, of course, serve to clarify and fix the roles that the
participants will take during the occasion of talk and to commit participants
to these roles, while farewells provide a way of unambiguously terminating
the encounter. Greetings and farewells may also be used to state, and
apologize for, extenuating circumstances — in the case of greetings for circum-
stances that have kept the participants from interacting until now, and in the
case of farewells for circumstances that prevent the participants from contin-
uing their display of solidarity. These apologies allow the impression 1o be
maintained that the participants are more warmly related socially than may
be the case. This positive stress, in turn, assures that they will act more
ready to enter into contacts than they perhaps really feel inclined to do, thus
guaranteeing that diffuse channels for potential communication will be kept
open in the society.

[t seems to be a characteristic obligation of many social relationships that
each of the members guarantees to support a given face for the other members
in given situations. To prevent disruption of these relationships, it is there-
fore necessary for each member to avoid destroying the others’ face. [. . .|
Furthermore, in many relationships, the members come to share a face, s0

i 3
1
| 1




uly stands
xpects to
ter ends,
-ared into
unter can
: occasion
wrticipants
rticipants.
e to bring
course of
the little
a conver-
f showing
ous copar-
1ppression
and talk.
and show
meet. The
zlationship
7 farewells
1e to it by
25 that the
rarticipants
erminating
state, and
‘or circum-
and in the
om contin-
ssion to be
¢ than may
| act more
to do, thus

All be kept

nships that :

:r members

it is there- =
face. [. .1~
> a face, so

TR

ON FACE-WORK 319

that in the presence of third parties an improper act on the part of one
member becomes a source of acute embarrassment to the other members.
A social relationship, then, can be seen as a way in which the person is more
than ordinarily forced to trust his self-image and face to the tact and good
conduct of others.

The nature of the ritual order

Throughout this paper it has been implied that underneath their differences
in culture, people everywhere are the same. If persons have a universal human
nature, they themselves are not to be looked to for an explanation of it.
One must look rather to the fact that societies everywhere, if they
are to be societies, must mobilize their members as self-regulating partici-
pants in social encounters. One way of mobilizing the individual for this
purpose is through ritual; he is taught to be perceptive, to have feelings
attached to self and a self expressed through face, to have pride, honor, and
dignity, to have considerateness, to have tact and a certain amount of poise.
These are some of the elements of behavior which must be built into the
person if practical use is to be made of him as an interactant, and it is
these elements that are referred to in part when one speaks of universal
human nature.

Universal human nature is not a very human thing. By acquiring it, the
person becomes a kind of construct, built up not from inner psychic propen-
sities but from moral rules that are impressed upon him from without. These
rules, when followed, determine the evaluation he will make of himself and
of his fellow-participants in the encounter, the distribution of his feelings,
and the kinds of practices he will employ to maintain a specified and oblig-
atory kind of ritual equilibrium. The general capacity to be bound by moral
rules may well belong to the individual, but the particular set of rules which
transforms him into a human being derives from requirements established in
the ritual organization of social encounters. And if a particular person or
group or society seems to have a unique character all its own, it is because
its standard set of human-nature elements is pitched and combined in a partic-
ular way. Instead of much pride, there may be little. Instead of abiding by
the rules, there may be much effort to break them safely. But if an encounter
or undertaking is to be sustained as a viable system of interaction organized

- On ritual principles, then these variations must be held within certain bounds
- and nicely counterbalanced by corresponding modifications in some of the
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other rules and understandings. Similarly, the human nature of a particular
set of persons may be specially designed for the special kind of undertaldngs
in which they participate, but still each of these persons must have within
him something of the balance of characteristics required of a usable partici-
pant in any ritually organized system of social activity.



