INTRODUCTION

The study of face-to-face interaction in natural settings
doesn’t yet have an adequate name. Moreover, the analyti-
cal boundaries of the field remain unclear. Somehow, but
only somehow, a brief time span is involved, a limited ex-
tension in space, and a restriction to those events that must
go on to completion once they have begun. There is a close
meshing with the ritual properties of persons and with
the egocentric forms of territoriality.

The subject matter, however, can be identified. It is
that class of events which oceurs during co-presence and
by virtue of co-presence. The ultimate behavioral mate-
rials are the glances, gestures, positionings, and verbal
statements that people continuously feed into the situa-
tion, whether intended or not. These are the external signs
of orientation and involvement-states of mind and body
not ordinarily examined with respect to their social or-
ganization,

The close, systematic examination of these “small be-
haviors” has begun to develop, stimulated by impressive
current studies of animals and of language, and supported
by the resources available for the study of interaction in
“small groups” and the psychotherapies.

One objective in dealing with these data is to describe
the natural units of interaction built up from them, begin-
ning with the Littlest—for example, the fleeting facial move
an individual can make in the game of expressing his align-
ment to what is happening—and ending with affairs such
as week-long conferences, these being the interacHonal
mastodons that push to the limit what can be called a so-
cial occasion, A second objective is to uncover the norma-
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tive order prevailing within and between these units, that
is, the behavioral order found in all peopled places,
whether public, semi-public, or private, and whether un-
der the auspices of an organized social occasion or the
fatter constraints of merely a routinized social setting.®
Both of these objectives can be advanced through serious
ethnography: we need to identify the countless patterns
and natural sequences of behavior occurring whenever
persons come into one another’s immediate presence. And
we need to see these events as a subject matter in their
own right, analytically distinguished from neighboring
areas, for example, social relationships, little social groups,
communication systems, and strategic interaction.

A sociology of occasions is here advocated. Social or-
ganization is the central theme, but whdt is organized is
the co-mingling of persons and the temporary interactjonal
enterprises that can arise therefrom. A normatively stabi-
Jized structure is at issue, a “social gathering,” but this is
a shifting entity, necessarily evanescent, created by ar-
rivals and killed by departures.

The first five papers in this book appear in the order of
their original publication with only a few editorial
changes; the sixth, comprising almost half of the volume,
is published here for the first time, I'm afraid there is not
much that is botanical about them. But they do focus on
one general issue that remains of interest to the ethnog-
rapher and will always have to receive some consideration.

I assume that the proper study of interaction is not the
individual and his psychology, but rather the syntactical
relations among the acts of different persons mutually
present to one another. None the less, since it is individual
actors who contribute the ultimate materials, it will always
be reasonable to ask what general properties they must
have if this sort of contribution is to be expected of them.

“] have made an attempt along these lines in Behavior in
Public Places (New York, The Free Press of Glencoe, 1066).
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INTRODUCTION

What minimal model of the actor is needed if we are to
wind him up, stick him in amongst his fellows, and have
an orderly traffic of behavior emerge? What minimal
model is required if the student is to antcipate the lincs
along which an individual, qua interactant, can be effec-
tive or break down? That is what these papers are about.
A psychology is necessarily involved, but one stripped and
cramped to suit the sociological study of conversation,
track meets, banquets, jury trials, and street loitering.

"\ Not, then, men and their moments. Rather moments and
t
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ON FACE-WORK*
An Analysis of

Ritual Elements tn Social Interaction

Every person lives in a world of social encounters, in-
"yolving him 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 pattemn
of verbal and nonverbal acts by which he expresses his
view of the situaton and through this his evaluaton 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 con-
sideration the impression they have possibly formed of
him,

The term fece may be defined as the positive social value
a person effecvely claims for himself by the line others
assume he has taken during a particular contact. 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 re-
ligion hy making a good showing for himself.1

* This paper was written at the University of Chicago; for
financial support in writing it, I am indebted to a U. S. Public
Health Grant (No. M?nzfﬁ]MH[ﬂ} for a study of the char-
acteristics of social interaction of individuals, headed by Dr.
Williamt Soskin of the Department of Psychology, University
of Ckicago,

1For discussions of the Chincse Conception of face, see the
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A person tends to experience an immediate emotional
response to the face which a contact with others allows
him; he cathects his face; his “feelings” 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 gen-
eral, a 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 involve-
ment in the face of others that is as immediate and
spontaneous as the involvement 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 defini-
tion of the situation which determine how much feeling
one is to have for face and how this feeling is to be dis-
tributed 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
judgments and evidence conveyed by other participants,
and that is confirmed by evidence conveyed through im-

following: Hsien Chin Hu, “The Chinese Concept of ‘Face,”*
American Anthropologist, 1044, n.s. 46:45-64. Martin C. Yang,
A Chinese Village %New York, Columbia University Press,
1045 ), Pp. 167-72. J. Macgowan, Men and Manners of Mud-
ern China (London, Unwin, 1g12), Pp- 3ci-12. Arthur H.
Smith, Chinese Charactertstics ( New York, Felming H. Revell
Co., 1894), pp. 16-18. For a comment on the American Indian
conception of face, see Marcel Mauss, The Gift, tr. Ian Cunni-
son (London, Cohen & West, 1g54), p. 38
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ON FACE-WOBE

sor's face clearly is something that is not lodged in or on
18 &
his bﬂH}f‘"fﬁIFJ ather something that is diffusely located
in_th the flow of events_in_the encounter and becomes mani-
fest onl}’ uly when_these events are read and mterpreted for
ralagls__exgljgs_ed in them.

The line maintained by and for a person during contact
with others tends to be of a legitimate institutionalized

kind. During a contact of a particular fype, an interactant
of known or visible attributes can expect to be sustained

in*a particular face and can feel that it is morally proper
that this should be so. Given his attributes and the con-
ventmnahzed nature of the encounter, he will find a small
choice of lines will be ope: open to him and a small choice of
faces will be waiting for him. Further, on the basis of a
few Tnown attributes, he is given the responsibility of
possessing a vast number of others. His coparticipants are
not likely to be conscious of the character of many of these
attributes until he acts perceptibly in such a way as to
discredit his possession of them; then everyone becomes
conscious of these attributes and assumes that he willfully
gave a false impression of possessing them.

Thus while concern for face focuses the attention of
the person on the current activity, he must, to maintain
face in this activity, take into consideration his place in
the social world beyond it. A person who can maintain
face in the current situation is someone who abstained
from certain actions in the past that would have been
difficult to face up to later. In additon, he fears loss of
face now partly because the others may take this as a sign
that consideration for his feelings need not be shown in
the future, There is nevertheless a limitation to this inter-
dependence between the current situation and the wider
social world: an encounter with people whom he will not
have dealings with again leaves him free to take a high
line that the future will discredit, or free to suffer humilia-
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tions that would make future dealings with them an em-
barrassing thing to have to face.

A person may be said to be in wrong face when in-
formation 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 witheut 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 oceca-
sions, of course, when he will find himself expressively
out of touch with the situaton.

When a person senses that he is in face, he typically
responds with feelings 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 feel-
ings from him,

When a person is in wrong face or out of face, expres-
sive events are being contributed to the encounter which
cannot be readily woven into the expressive fabric of the
occasion. Should he sense that he is in wrong face or out
of face, he is likely to feel ashamed and inferior because
of what has happened to the activity on his account and
because of what may happen to his reputation as a par-
ticipant. Further, he may feel bad because he had relied
upon the encounter to support an image of self to which
he has become emotionally attached and which he now
finds threatened. Felt lack of judgmental support from
the encounter may take him aback, confuse him, and
momentarily incapacitate him as an interactant. His man-
ner and bearing may falter, collapse, and crumble. He
may become embarrassed and chagrined; he may become
shamefaced, The feeling, whether warranted or not, that
he is perceived in a flustered state by others, and that he
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ON FACE-WORK

is presenting no usable line, may add further injuries to
his feelings, just as his change from being in wrong face
or out of face to being shamefaced can add further dis-
order to the expressive organization of the situation, Fol-
lowing commen usage, I 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. The phrase “to
save one’s face” appears to refer to the process by which
the person sustains an impression for others that be has
not lost face. Following Chinese usage, one can say that
“to give face” is to arrange for another to take a better line
than he might otherwise have been able to take,? the other
thereby 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 to find an understanding as to how far a per-
son should go to save his face. Once he takes on a self-
image expressed throngh 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 be-
cause they are above or beneath him, while forcing him-
self to perform others even though they cost him dearly.
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 sustained
—an 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. When a person mani-
fests these compunctions primarily from duty to himself,
one speaks in our society of pride; when he does so be-
cause of duty to wider social units, and receives support

2 See, for example, Smith, footnote 1; p. 17,
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from these units in doing so, one speaks of honor. When
these compunctions have to do with postural things, with
expressive events derived from the way in which the per-
son handles his body, his emotions, and the things with
which he has physical contact, one speaks of dignity, this
being an aspect of expressive control that is always praised
and never studied. In any case, while his social face can
be his most personal possession and the center of his
security and pleasure, it is only on loan to him from so-
ciety; it will be withdrawn unless he conducts himself in
a way that is worthy of it. Approved attributes and their
relation to face make of every man his own jailer; this is a
fundamental social constraint even though each man may
Iike his cell.

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 be-
catse of emotional identification with the others and with
their feelings.? In consequence, he is disinclined to wit-
ness the defacement of others.t The person who can wit-

8 Of course, the more power and prestige the others have,
the more a person is likely to show consideration for their feel-
ings, as H. E. Dale suggests in The Higher Civil Service of
Great Britain {Oxford, Oxford Univ. Press, 1941}, p. 126n.
“The doctrine of ‘feelings’ was expounded to me many years
ago by a very eminent civil servant with a pretty taste in cyni-
clsm. He explained that the impottance of feelings varies in
close correspondence with the importance of the person who
feels. If the public interest requires that a junior clerk should
be removed from his post, no regard need be paid to his
feclings; if it is a case of an Assistant Secvetary, they must be
carefully considered, within reason; if it is a Permanent Secre-
tary, his feelings are a principa! element in the situation, and
only imperative public interest can override their requirements.”

4 Salesmen, especially street “stermnmers,” know that if they
take a line that will he discredited unless the reluctant cus-
tomer buys, the customer may be trapped by considerateness
and buy in order to save the face of the salesman and prevent
what would ordinarily result in a scene,
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ON FACE-WORK

ness another’s humiliation and unfeelingly retain a cool
countenance himself is said in our society to be “heart-
less,” 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 considerateness 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 else’s line is
established.? This kind of mutual acceptance seems to be a
basic structural feature of interaction, especially the inter-
action of face-to-face talk. It is typically a “working” ac-
ceptance, not a “real”. one, since it tends to be based not
on agreement of candidly expressed heart-felt evaluations,
but upon a willingness to give temporary lip service to
fudgments with which the participants do not really agree.

The mutual acceptance of lines has an important con-
servative effect upon encounters. Once the person initially

b Surface agreement in the assessment of social worth does
not, of course, imply equality; the evaluation consensually
sustained of one participant may be quite different from the
one consensually sustzined of another. Such agreement is also
compatible with expression of differences of opinion between
two participants, provided each of the disputants shows “re-
spect” for the other, guiding the expression of disagreement so
that it will convey an evalvation of the other that the other
will be willing to convey about himself. Exireme cases are
provided by wars, duels, and barroom fights, when these are
of a gentlemanly kind, for they can be cenducted under con-
sensual auspices, with each protagonist guiding his acticn ac-
cording to the rules of the game, there%l; making it possible
for his action to be interpreted as an expression of a fair player
openly in combat with a fair opponent. In fact, the rules and
etiquette of any game can be analyzed as a means by which
the image of a fair plaver can be expressed, just as the image
of a fair player can be analyzed as & means by which the rules
and etiquette of a game are sustained,
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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 be-
come discredited, then confusion results, for the partici-
pants will have prepared and committed themselves for
actions that are now unsuitable.

Ordinarily, maintenance of face is a condition of inter-
action, not its objective, Usual objectives, such as gaining
face for onesel, giving free expression to one’s true beliefs,
introducing depreciating information about the others, or
solving problems and performing tasks, are typically pur-
sued in such a way as to be consistent with the mainte-
nance 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 al-
lows him to exert over the other participants, and so on.
He may want to save the others’ face because of his emo-
tiona! 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 1 mean to designate the actions ta
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

12
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ON FACE-~-WORE

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 consequences of
face-saving actions are known to the person who employs
them, they often become habitual and standardized prac-
tices; they are like traditional plays in a game or tradi-
tional steps in a dance. Each person, subculture, and so-
clety seems to have its own characteristic repertoire of
face-saving practices. 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,
1t is as if face, by its very nature, 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 pos-
sibilities. d

The members of every social circle may be expected to
have some knowledge of face-work and some experience
in its use. In our society, this kind of capacity is sometimes
called tact, savoir-faire, diplomacy, or social skill, Variation
in social skill pertains more to the efficacy of face-work
than to the frequency of its application, for almost all
acts involving others are modified, prescriptively or pro-
scriptively, by considerations of face.

If a person is to employ his repertoire of face-saving
practices, obviously 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 perceptive-
ness.® But even if he is properly alive to symbolically con-

® Presumably social skill and perceptiveness will be high in
groups whose members frequently act as representatives of
wider social units such as lineages or nations, for the player
here is gambling with a face to which the feelings of many
persons are attached. Similarly, one might expect social skill

13
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veyed judgments and is socially skilled, he must yet be
willing to exercise his perceptiveness and his skill; he must,
in short, be prideful and considerate. Admittedly, of course,
the possession of perceptiveness and social skill so often
Jeads to their application that in our society terms such
as politeness or tact fail to distinguish between the in-
clination to exercise such capacities and the capacities
themselves,

I have already said that the person will have two
points of view—a defensive orientation toward saving his
own face and a protective orientation 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 tHme. In trying to save the face of others, the person
must choose a tack that will not lead to loss of his own; in
trving to save his own face, he must consider the loss of
face that his action may entail for others,

In many societies there is a tendency to distinguish
three levels of responsibility that a person may have for a
threat to face that his actions have created. First, he may
appear to have acted innocently; his offense seems to be
unintended and unwitting, and those who perceive his
act can feel that he would have attempted to avoid it had
he foreseen its offensive consequences, In our society one
calls such threats to face faux pas, gaffes, boners, or
bricks. Secondly, the offending person may appear to have
acted maliciously and spitefully, with the intenton of
causing open insult. Thirdly, there are incidental offenses;
these arise as an unplanned but sometimes anticipated
by-product of action—action the offender performs in spite
of its offensive consequences, although not out of spite,

to be well developed among those of high station and those
with whom they have dealings, for the more face an interactant
has, the greater the number of events that may be inconsistent
with it, and hence the greater the need for social skill to forc-
stall or connteract these inconsistencies.

14
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ON FACE-WORE

From the point of view of a particular participant, these
three types of threat can be introduced by the participant
himself against his own face, by himself against the face
of the others, by the others against their own face, or by
the others against himself, Thus the person may find him-
self in many different relations to a threat to face. If he is
to handle himself and others well in all contingencies, he
will have to have a repertoire of face-saving practices for
each of these possible relations to threat.

Tee Basic Kmnps oF FAcr-WORK
fo

The aveidance pr.
prevent '
Ese i n all socieHes one can
abserve this in the avoidance relationship? and in the
tendency for certain delicate transactions to be conducted
by go-betweens.® Similarly, in many societies, members
know the value of voluntarily making a gracious with-
drawal before an anticipated threat to face has had a
chance to cccur.?

7In cur own society an illustration of avoidance is feund in
the middle- and upper-class Negro who avoids certain face-
to-face contacts with whites in order to protect the self-
evaluation projected by his clothes and manner. See, for ex-
ample, Charles Johnson, Patferns of Negro Segregation {New
Yor]i, Harper, 1943), ch. 13. The function of avoidance in
maintaining the kinship system in small preliterate societies
might be taken as a particular illustration of the same general
theme.

8 An illustration is given by K. S. Latourette, The Chinese:
Their History and Culture (New York, Macmillan, 1g42): “A
neighbor or a group of neighbors may tender their good offices
in adjusting a quarre] in wﬁich each antagonist would be sacri-
ficing his face by taking the first step in approaching the other,
The wise intermediary can effect the reconciliation while pre-
serving the dignity of both” (vol. 2: p. 211).

#In an unpublished paper Iarold Garfinkel has suggested
that when the person finds that he has lost face in a conversa-
tional encounter, he may feel a cesire to disappear or “drop

13
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Once the person does chance an encounter, other kinds
of avoidance practices come into play. As defensive meas-
ures, he keeps off topics and away from activities that
would lead to the expression of information that is incon-
sistent with the line he is maintaining. At opportune mo-
ments he will change the topic of conversation or the di-
rection of activity. He will often present initially a front of
difidence and composure, suppressing any show of feel-
ing 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 unsericusness; by hedg-
ing in these ways he will have prepared a self for himself
that will not be discredited by exposure, personal failure,
or the upanticipated acts of others. And if he does not
hedge his claims about self, he will at least attempt to
be realistic about them, knowing that otherwise events
may discredit him and make him lose face.

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

through the floor,” and that this may involve a wish not only
to conceal loss of face but also to return magically to a point
in time when it would have been possible to save face by
avoiding the encounter.

10 When the persen knows the others well, he will know
what issues ought net to be raised and what situations the
others ought not to be placed in, and he will be free to introduce
matters at will in all other areas. When the others are strangers
to him, he will often reverse the formula, restricting himself
to specific areas he knows are safe. On these occasions, as
Simmel suggests, “. . . discretion consists by no means only in
the respect for the secret of the other, for his specific will to con-
ceal this or that from us, but in staying away from the knowl-
edge of all that the other does not expressly reveal to us.” See
The Sociology of Georg Simmel (Kurt H. Wolff, tr. and ed.)
{ Glencoe, Iﬁ., Free Press, 1950), pp. 320-21.
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ON FACE-WOREK

employs circumlocutions and deceptions, phrasing his re-
plies 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 marner, 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 potentally 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 mo-
ment 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 maintain the fiction that no threat to face has
occurred. The most blatant example of this is found where

11 The Western traveler used to complain that the Chinese
could never be trusted to say what they meant but always said
what they felt their Western listener wanted to hear. The
Chinese used to complain that the Westerner was brusque,
boorish, and unmannered. In terms of Chinese standards, pre-
sumably, the conduct of a Westerner is so gauche that he
creates an emergency, forcing the Asian to forgo any kind of
direct reply in order to rush in with a remark that might rescue
the Westerner from the compromising position in which he
had placed himself. {See Smith, footnote 1; ch, 8, “The Talent
for Indirection,”) This {s an instance of the important group
of misunderstandings which arise during interaction between
persons who come from groups with different ritual standards.

17
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e

the person acts as if an event that contains a threatening
expression has not occurred at all. He may apply this
studied nonobservance to his own acts—as when he does
not by any outward sign admit that his stomach is rum-
bling—or to the acts of others, as when he does not “see”
that another has stumbled.12 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 over-
laoking is practiced when a person openly ‘acknowledges
an incident as an event that has cccurred, but not as an
event that contains a threatening expression. If he is not
the one who is responsible for the incident, then his blind-
ness 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 a way of
dealing with the matter, which leaves him dangerously
dependent upon the cooperative forbearance of the others.

Another kind of avoidance occurs when a person loses
control of his expressions during an encounter. At such
times he may try not so much to overlook the incident as
to hide or conceal his activity in some way, thus making
it possible for the others to avoid some of the difficultics
created by a participant who has not maintained face.
Correspondingly, when a person is caught out of face be-
cause he had not expected to be thrust into interaction,
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 bim time to assemble
himself.

iZA pretty examﬁle of this is found in parade-ground eti-
quette which may oblige those in a parade to treat anyone who
faints as if he were not present at all.

18
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ON FACE-WOBE

The corrective process.—When the participants in an
undertaking or encounter fail to prevent the occurrence
of an event that is expressively incompatible with the
judgments 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 status
as an incident—to ratify it as a threat that deserves direct
official attention—and to proceed to try to correct for its
effects, At this point one or more participants find them-
selves 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 persistence

and intensity of the ﬂlreat.lmfmjaﬂyw_ sacred
thing..and_the expressive order required to_sustain it is,

therefore-—a-witual Qmig. "

The sequence of actisekin motion by an acknowledged
threat to face, and terminating in the re-establishment of
ritual equilibrium, I shall call an interchange.’* Defining

13 This kind of imagery is one that social anthmpolo%ists
seem to find naturally fitting. Note, for example, the implica-
tions of the following statement by Margaret Mead in her
“Kinship in the Admiralty Islands,” Anthropological Papers of
the American Museum of Natural History, 34:183-358: “If a
husband beats his wife, custom demands that she leave him
and go to her brother, real or officiating, and remain a length
?E time ;:ommensurate with the degree ot her offended dignity”
p. 274).

14 The notion of interchange is drawn in part from Eliot D.
Chapple, “Measuring Human Relations,” Genetic Psychol,
Monographs (1940) 22:3~147, especially pp. 26-30, and from
A. B. Horsfall and C. A, Arensberg, “Teamwork and Productiv-
ity in a Shoe Factory,” Human Orgenization (194g9) 8:13-
25, especially p. 19. For further material on the interchange
as a unit see E, Goffman, “Communication Conduct in an

19



INTEBRACTION RITUAL

a message or move as everything conveyed by an actor
during a turn at taking action, one can say that an inter-
change will involve two or more moves and two or more
participants. --Ohvious -examples-—in-—sus—society—may be
found in the £ me” - inly,”
an ts 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 classified
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 responsibility of calling attention to the misconduct;
by implication they suggest that the threatened claims
are to stand firm and that the threateping 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 or-
der. 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 expres-
sion is really a meaningless event, or an unintentional
act, or a joke not meant to be taken seriously, or an un-
avoidable, “understandable” product of extenuating cir-
cumstances, 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 creafor
was under the influence of something and not himself, or
that he was under the 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

Island Community,"” unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Department
of Sociology, University of Chicago, 1953, especially chs. 12
and 13, pp. 165-95.
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ON FACE-WORK

that seemed to lie behind the act was also projected as a
joke. When a person suddenly finds that he has demon-
strably 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 quickly add, in a serjous 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 inte the flow of ex-
pressive events,

As a supplement to or substitute for the strategy of
redefining the offensive act or himself, the offender can
follow two other procedures: he can provide compen-
sations to the injured—when it is not his own face that he
has threatened; or he can provide punishment, penance,
and expiation for himse!f, These are important moves or
phases in the ritual interchange. Even though the offender
may fail to prove his innocence, he can suggest through
these means that he is now a renewed person, a person
who has paid for his sin against the expressive order and
is once more to be trusted in the judgmental scene. Fur-
ther, he can show that he does not treat the feelings of the
others lightly, and that if their feelings have been injured
by him, however innocently, he is prepared to pay a price
for his action, Thus he assures the others that they can
accept his explanations without this acceptance constitut-
ing a sign of weakness and a lack of pride on their part.
Also, by his treatment of himself, by his self-castigation,
he shows that he is clearly aware of the kind of crime he
would have committed had the incident been what it first
appeared to be, and that he knows the kind of punishment
that ought to be accorded to one who would commit such
a crime. The suspected person thus shows that he is thor-
oughly capable of taking the role of the others toward his
own achivity, that he can still be used as a responsible
participant in the ritual process, and that the rules of
conduct which he appears to have broken are still sacred,
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real, and unweakened. An offensive act may arouse
anxiety about the ritual code; the offender allavs this
anxiety by showing that both the code and he as an up-
holder of it are still in working order,

After the challenge and the offering have been made,
the third move can occur; the persons to whom the offer-
ing is made can accept it as a satisfactory 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 offering.

In the terminal move of the interchange, the forgiven
person conveys a sign of gratitude to those who have given
him the indulgence of forgiveness.

The phases of the corrective process—challenge, offer-
ing, acceptance, and thanks—provide a model for inter-
personal ritual behavior, but a model that may be departed
from in significant ways. For example, the offended parties
may give the offender a chance to initiate the offering on
his own before a challenge is made and before they ratity
the offense as an incident. This is a common courtesy, ex-
tended on the assumption that the recipient will introduce
a self-challenge. Further, when the offended persons ac-
cept the corrective offering, the offender may suspect
that this has been grudgingly done from tact, and so he
may volunteer additional corrective offerings, not allowing
the matter to rest until he has received a second or third
acceptance of his repeated apology. Or the offended per-
sons may tactfully take over the role of the offender and
volunteer excuses for him that will, perforce, be accept-
able to the offended persons.

An important departrre from the standard corrective
cvele occurs when a challenged offender patently refuses
to heed the warning and continues with his offending be-
havior, instead of setting the activity to rights. This move
shifts the play back to the challengers. If they counte-
nance the refusal to meet their demands, then it will be
plain that their challenge was a bluff and that the bluff has
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O FACE-WORE

been called. This is an untenable position; a face for them-
selves cannot be derived from it, and they are left to
bluster. To 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 with-
draw from the undertaking in a visible huff—righteously
indignant, outraged, but confident of ultimate vindication,
Both tacks provide a way of denying the offender his
status as an interactant, and hence denying the reality
of the offensive judgment he has made. Both strategies
are ways of 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.

Tt is plain that emotions play a part in these cycles of
response, as when anguish is expressed because of what
one has done to anather’s face, or anger because of what
has been done to one’s own. I want to stress that these
emotons function as moves, and fit so precisely into the
logic of the ritual game that it would seem difficult to
pnderstand them without it.28 In fact, spontaneously ex-
pressed feelings are likely to fit into.the formal pattern of
the ritual interchange _more. elegantly-then-eonseioasly. de-
signed Gnes.

s

15 Even when a child demands something and is refused, he
is likely to cry and sulk not as an irratiﬁna% expression of frus-
tration but as a ritual move, conveying that he alrcady has a
face to lose and that its loss is mot to be permitted lightly.
Sympathetic parents may even allow for such display, seeing in
these crude strategries the beginnings of a social seﬁ
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Maxing PoinTs—THE ACGRESSIVE USE OF
Face-Wosk

Every face-saving practice which is allowed to neutralize
a particular threat opens up the possibility that the threat
will be willfully introduced for 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 overlock 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 withdrawal to force the others
into a ritually unsatisfactory state, leaving them to flounder
in an interchange that cannot readily be completed.
Finally, at some espense to himself, he can arrange for
the others to hurt his feelings, thus forcing them to feel
guilt, remorse, and sustained ritual disequilibrium.!®

When a person treats face-work not as something he
need be prepared to perform, but rather as something
that others can be counted on to perform or to accepi,
then an encounter or an undertaking becomes less a scene
of mutual considerateness than an arena in which a contest
or match is held, The purpose of the game is to preserve
everyone’s line from an inexcusable contradiction, while
scoring as many points as possible against one’s adver-
. saries and making as many gains as possible for oneself.
audience to the stuggle is almost a necessity. The

16 The strategy of maneuvering another into a position where
he cannot right the harm he has done is very commonly em-
ployed but nowhere with such devotion to the ritual model of
conduct as In revengeful suicide. See, for example, M. D. W.
Jeffreys, “Samsonic Suicide, or Suicide of Revenge Among
Africans,” African Studies (19352) 11:118-22.
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ON FACE-WORK

general method is for the person to introduce favorable
facts about himself and unfavorable facts about the others
in such a way that the ounly reply the others will be able
to think up will be one that terminates the interchange
in a grumble, a meager excuse, a face-saving I-can-take-a-
joke laugh, or an empty stereotyped comeback of the “Oh
yeah?” or “That’s what you think” variety. The losers in
such cases will have to cut their losses, tacitly grant the
loss of a point, and attempt to do better in the next inter-
change. Points made by allusion to social class status are
sometimes called snubs: those made by allusions to moral
respectability are sometimes called digs; in either case one
deals with a capacity at what is sometimes called “bitchi-
ness.”

In aggressive interchanges the winner not only succeeds
in introducing information favorable to himself and un-
favorable to the others, but also demonstrates that as in-
teractant he can handle himself better than his adversaries.
Evidence of this capacity is often more important than all
the other information the person conveys in the inter-
change, so that the introduction of a “crack” in verbal
interaction tends to imply that the initiator is better at
footwork than those who must suffer his remarks. How-
ever, if they succeed in making a successful parry of the
thrust and then a successful riposte, the instigator of the
play must not only face the disparagement with which the
others have answered him but also accept the fact that his
assumption of superiority in footwork has proven false,
He is made to look foolish; he loses face. Hence it is always
a gamble to “make a remark,” The tables can be turned
and the aggressor can lose more than he could have gained
had his move won the point, Successful ripostes or come-
backs in our society are sometimes called squelches or
toppers; theoretically it would be possible for a squelch
to be squelched, a topper to be topped, and a riposte
to be parried with a counterriposte, but except in staged
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interchanges this third level of successful action seems
rare,l7

Tae CHOICE OF APPROPRIATE FACE-WORK

When an incident occurs, the person whose face is
threatened may attempt to reinstate the ritual order by
means of one kind of strategy, while the other participants
may desire or expect a practice of a different type to be
employed. When, for example, a minor mishap occurs,
momentarily revealing a person in wrong face or out of
face, the others are often more willing and able to act
blind to the discrepancy than is the threatened person
himself. Often they would prefer him to exercise poise,18
while he feels that he cannot afferd to overlook what has
happened to his face and so becomes apologetic and

17 In board and card games the player regularly takes into
consideration the possible responses of his adversaries to a play
that he is about to make, and even considers the ossihility
that his adversaries will know that he is taking such precau-
tions. Conversational play is by comparison surprisingly im-
pulsive; people re ly make remarks about others present
without carefully designing their remarks to prevent a success-
ful comeback. Similarly, while {einting an sandbag%'itrag are
theoretical possibilities during talk, they seem to be little ex-
pleited.

18 Folldore imputes a great deal of poise to the upper classes.
If there is truth in this belief it may lie in the fact that the
upper-class person tends to find himself in encounters in which
he ontranks the other participants in ways additienal to class.
The ranking participant is often somewhat independent of the
good opinion of the others and finds it practical to be arrogant,
sticking to a face regardless of whetger the encounter sup-
Fnrts § On the other hand, those who are in the power of a
ellow-participant tend to be very much cnncemeg with the
valuation he makes of them or witnesses being ade of them,
and so find it difficult to maintain a slightly wrong face without
becoming embarrassed and apologetic, It may be added that
people who lack awareness of the symbolism in minor events
may keep cool in difficult sitvations, showing poise that they do
not really possess.

26



OIr SeeIns

314

e face is
order by
rticipants
vype to be
p occurs,
or out of
e to act
d person
e poise,1®
what has
retic and

takes into
 to a pla
Eﬂssih]i'}]it;
h precaia-
singly  im-
rs present
a success-

gging are
» little ex-

er classes,
t that the
in which
1 to class.
snt of the
 arrogant,
inter sup-
ower of a

with the
» of them,
e without
dded that
10T events
at they do

ON FACE-WORK

shamefaced, if he is the creator of the incident, or de-
structively assertive, if the others are responsible for it,1®
Yet on the other hand, a person may manifest poise when
the others feel that he ought to have broken down into
embarrassed apology—that he is taking undue advantage
of their helpfulness by his attempts to brazen it out. Some-
times a person may himself be undecided as to which
practice to employ, leaving the others in the embarrassing
position of not knowing which tack they are going to
have to follow. Thus when a person makes a slight gaffe,
he and themothqrsmﬁ“ﬁl?_é_nﬁrﬁsﬁéﬂ not because
of inability to handle such’ difficulties, but because for a

iy oz 2Ty .

moment no one knows whether the offender is going to act

blind to the incident, or give it joking recognition, or
efipley-somé other face-saving practice.

CooPERATION IN FACE-WORE

When a face has been threatened, face-work must be
done, but whether this is initiated and primarily carried
through by the person whose face is threatened, or by
the offender, or by a mere witness,2? is often of secondary
importance. Lack of effort on the part of one person in-
duces compensative effort from others; a contribution by
one person relieves the others of the task. In fact, there
are many minor incidents in which the offender and the

19 Thus, in cur society, when a person feels that others ex-
pect him to measure up to approved standards of cleanliness,
tidiness, fairness, hospitality, genercsity, affluence, and so on,
or when he sees himself as someone who eught to maintain
such standards, he may burden an encounnter with extended
apologies for his failings, while all along the other participants

o not care about the standard, or do not believe the person is
really lacking in it, or are cenvinced that he is lacking in it and
see the apology itself as a vain effort at self-elevation.

20 Thus one function of seconds in actual duels, as well as
in figurative ones, is to provide an excuse for not fighting that
both contestants can afford to accept.
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offended simultaneously attempt to initiate an apology.#!
Resolution of the situation to everyones apparent satis-
faction is the first requirement; correct apportionment of
blame is typically a secondary consideration. Hence terms
such as tact and savoirfaire fail to distinguish whether
it is the person’s own face that his diplomacy saves or the
face of the others. Similarly, terms such as gaffe and faux
pas fail to specify whether it is the actor’s own face he has
threatened or the face of other participants. And it is
understandable that if one person finds he is powerless to
cave his own face, the others seem especially bound to
protect him. For example, in polite society, a handshake
that perhaps should not have been extended becomes one
that cannot be declined. Thus one accounts for the noblesse
oblige throngh which those of high status are expected
to curb their power of embarrassing their lessers,?® as

21 See, for instance, Jackson Toby, “Some Variables in Role

Conflict Analysis,”” Social Forces (1g52) 30:323-37: “With
adults there is less likelihood for essentially trivial issues to
produce conflict. The automatic apology of two strangers whe
accidentally collide on a busy street illustrates the integrative
function of etiquette. In effect, each of the parties to the colli-
sion says, ‘I don’t know whether I am responsible for this
sitnation, but # I am, you have a right te be angry with me, a
right that I pray yoa will not exercise. By defining the situation
as one in which both parties must abase themselves, society
enables each to keep lg).is self-respect. Fach may feel in his
heart of hearts, ‘Why can’t that stupid ass watch where he's
gﬂingl?’ But overtly each plays the role of the puilty party
whether he feels he has been miscast or not” (p. 325%.
22 Regardless of the person’s relative socia? position, in ene
sense he has power over the other participants and they must
rely upon his considerateness. When the others act toward him
in some way, they presume upon a social relationship to him,
since one of the things expressed by interaction is the relation-
ship of the interactants. Thus they compromise themselves, for
they place him i a position to discredit the claims they express
as to his attitude toward them. Hence in response to claimed
social relationships every person, of high estate or low, will
be expected to exercise noblesse oblige and refrain from ex-
ploiting the compromised position of the others.

Since social relationships are defined partly in terms of vol-
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well as the fact that the handicapped often accept cour-
tesies that they can manage better without,

Since each participant in an undertaking is concerned,
albeit for differing reasons, with saving his own face and
the face of the others, then tacit cooperaton will natu-
rally arise so that the participants together can attain their
shared but differently motivated obijectives.

One common type of tacit cooperation in face-saving is
the tact exerted in regard to face-work itself. The person
not only defends his own face and protects the face of the
others, but also acts so as to make it possible and even
easy for the others to employ face-work for themselves and
him. He helps them to help themselves and him. Social
etiquette, for example, warns men against asking for New
Year's Eve dates too early in the season, lest the girl find
it difficult to provide a gentle excuse for refusing. This
second-order tact can be further illustrated by the wide-
spread practice of negative-atiribute etiquette. The person
who has an unapparent negatively valued atiribute often
finds it expedient to begin an encounter with an unobtru-
sive admission of his failing, especially with persons who
are uninformed about him. The others are thus wamed in
advance against making disparaging remarks about his
kind of person and are saved from the contradiction of

untary mutual aid, refusal of a request for assistance becomes
a delicate matter, potentially destructive of the asker’s face.
Chester Holcombe, The Real Chinaman (New York, Daodd,
Mead, 18g5), provides a Chinese instance: “Much of the false-
hood to which the Chinese as a nation are said to be addicted
is a result of the demands of etiquette. A plain, frank ‘no’ is
the height of discourtesy. Refusal or denial of any sort must
be softemed and toned down into an expression of regretted
inability. Unwillingness to grant a favor is never shown. In
lace of it there is seen a chastened feeling of sorrow that
unavoidable but quite imaginary circumstances render it wholly
impossible. Centuries of practice in this form of evasion bave
made the Chinese matc%lessly fertile in the invention and
development of excuses. It is rare, indeed, that one is caught
at a loss for a bit of artfully embroidered fiction with which to
hide an unwelcome truth” (pp. 274-75).
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acting in a friendly fashion to a person toward whom they
are unwittingly being hostile. This strategy also prevents
the others from automatically making assumptions about
him which place him in a false position and saves him
from painful forbearance or embarrassing remonstrances.

Tact in regard to face-work often relies for its operation
on a tacit agreement to do business through the language
of hint~the language of innuendo, ambiguities, well-placed
pauses, carefully worded jokes, and so on.2® The rule re-
garding this unofficial kind of communication is that the
sender ought not to act as if he had officially conveyed the
message he has hinted at, while the recipients have the
right and the obligation to act as if they have not offi-
cially received 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 wamed that his current line or the current
situation is leading to loss of face, without this waming
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 jfudgments dur-
ing the oceasion, and so he voluntarily deprives or depre-
ciates himself while indulging and complimenting the
others, in both cases carrying the judgments safely past
what is likely to be just. The favorable judgments about
himse¥f he allows to come from the others; the unfavorable
judgments of himself are his own contributions. This “after
vou, Alphonse” technique works, of course, because in
depriving himself he can reliably anticipate that the others
will compliment or indulge him. Whatever allocation of
{avors is eventually established, all participants are first

23 UJseful comments on some of the structural roles played by
unofficial communication can be found in a discussion of irony
and banter in Tom Buwrns, “Friends, Enemies, and the Polite
Fiction,” Armer. Sociol. Rev. {1953), 18:654—6z2.
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DN FACE-WORE

given a chance to show that they are not bound or con-
strained by their own desires and expectations, that they
have a properly modest view of themselves, and that they
can be counted upon to support the ritnal code. Negative
bargaining, through which each participant tries to make
the terms of 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 agreement to help others perform theirs, represents
his willingness to abide by the ground rules of social in-
teraction. Here is the hallmark of his socialization as an
interactant. If he and the others were not socialized in
this way, interaction 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 oriented
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 sug-
gest, if the person were not a ritually delicate object, oc-
casions 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,

Tae Rirusl. ROLES OF THE SELF

So far 1 have implicitly been using a double definition
of self: the self as an image pieced together from the ex-
pressive implications of the full flow of events in an un-
dertaking:; and the self as a kind of player in a ritual game
who copes honorably or dishonorably, diplomatically or
undiplomatically, with the judgmental contingencies of the
situation, A double mandate is involved, As sacred objects,
men are subject to slights and profanation; hence as
players of the ritual game they have had to lead them-
selves into duels, and wait for a round of shots to go wide

a1



T Y e L L

a

INTERACTION RITUAL

/ 'of the mark before embracing their opponents. Here is
!

i
t

an echo of the distinction between the value of a hand
drawn at cards and the capacity of the person who plays
it. This distinction must be kept in mind, even though it
appears that once a person has gotten a reputation for good
or bad play this reputation may become part of the face
he must later play at maintaining.

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 apparently
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 quali-
ties, 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 henor
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 arrange-
ment 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 shars 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 undertak-
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ON FACE-WOREK

ing. 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 ex-
ercise it only in his interests or in the interests of the un-
dertaking. One finds, then, a system of checks and bal-
ances by which each participant tends to be given the
right to handle only those matters which be will have
little motivation for mishandling. In short, the rights and
obligations of an interactant are designed to prevent him
from abusing his role as an object of sacred value.

SrokeN INTERACTION

Most of what has been said so far applies to encounters
of both an immediate and mediated kind, although in the
latter the interaction is likely to be more attenuated, with
each participant’s line being gleaned from such things as
written statements and work records. During direct per-
sonal contacts, however, unique informational conditions
prevail and the significance of face becomes especially
clear. The human tendency to use signs and symbols
means that evidence of social worth and of mutual evalua-
tions will be conveyed by very minor things, and these
things will be witnessed, as will the fact that they have
been witnessed. An unguarded glance, a momentary
change in tone of voice, an ecological position taken or not
taken, can drench a talk with judgmental significance,
Therefore, just as there is no occasion of talk in which
improper impressions could not intentionally or uninten-
tionally arise, so there is no occasion of talk so trivial as
not to require each participant to show serious concern
with the way in which he handles himself and the others
present. Ritua! factors which are present in mediated con-
tacts are here present in an extreme form.,

In any society, whenever the physical possibility of
spoken interaction arises, it scems that a system of prac-
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tices, conventions, and procedural rules comes into play
which functions as a means of guiding and organijzing the
flow of messages. An understanding will prevail as to when
and where it will be permissible to initiate talk, among
whom, and by means of what topics of conversation. A set
of significant gestures is employed to initiate a spate of
communication and as a means for the persons concerned
to accredit each other as legitimate participants.?* When
this process of reciprocal ratification occurs, the persons so
ratified are in what might be called a state of talk—that is,
they have declared themselves officially cpen to one an-
other for purposes of spoken communication and guarantee
together to maintain a flow of words. A set of significant
gestures is also employed by which one or more new
participants can officially join the talk, by which one or
more accredited participants can officially withdraw, and
by which the state of talk can be terminated.

A single focus of thought and visual atiention, and a
single flow of talk, tends to be maintained and to be
legitimated as officially representative of the encounter,
The concerted and official visual attention of the partici-
pants tends to be transferred smoothly by means of formal

24 The meaning of this status can be appreciated by looking
at the kinds of unlegitimated or umatig)ed participation that
can occur in spoken interaction. A person may nverEear others
unbeknownst to them; he can overEear them when they know
this to be the case and when they choose either to act as if he
were not overhearing them or to signal to him informally that
they know he is overhearing them. In all of these cases, the
outsider is officially held at bay as someone who is not formally
particci{)ating in the occasion. Ritual codes, of course, require a
ratified participant to be treated quite differently from an un-
ratified one. Thus, for example, ocly a certain amonnt of in-
sult from a ratified participant can be ignored without this
avoidance practice causing loss of face to the insulted persons;
after a point they must challenge the offender and demand
redress. However, in many societies apparently, many kinds of
verbal abuse from wvnratified participants can fe ignored, with-
gut this failure to challenge constituting a loss of face.
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ON FACE-WORK

or informal clearance cues, by which the current speaker
signals that he is about to relinquish the floor and the
prospective speaker signals a desire to be given the floor.
An understanding will prevail as to how long and how
frequently each participant is to hold the floor. The re-
cipients convey to the speaker, by appropriate gestures,
that they are according him their attention. Participants
restrict their involvement in matters external to the en-
counter and observe a limit to involvement in any one
message of the encounter, in this way ensuring that they
will be able to follow along whatever direction the topic
of conversation takes them, Interruptions and Iulls are
regulated so as not to disrupt the flow of messages. Mes-
sages that are not part of the officially accredited flow are
modulated so as not to interfere seriously with the ac-
credited messages. Nearby persons who are not partici-
pants visibly desist in some way from exploiting their
communication position and also modify their own com-
munication, if any, so as not to provide difficult interfer-
ence. A particular ethos or emotional atmosphere is al-
lowed to prevail. A polite accord is typically maintained,
and participants who may be in real disagreement with
one another give temporary lip service to views that bring
them into agreement on matters of fact and principle.
Rules are followed for smoothing out the transition, if
any, from one topic of conversation to another.?®

These rules of talk pertain not to spoken interaction
considered as an ongoing process, but to an occasion of
talk or episode of interaction as a naturally bounded unit,
This unit consists of the total activity that occurs during
the time that a given set of participants have accredited
one another for talk and maintain a single moving focus
of attention.2¢

25 For a further treatment of the structure of spoken inter-

action see Goffman, footnote 14.
26] mean to include formal talks where rules of Iifc}cedure
are explicitly prescribed and officially enforced, and where only
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The conventions regarding the structure of occasions of
talk represent an effective solution to the problem of or-
ganizing a flow of spoken messages. In attempting to dis-
cover how it is that these conventions are maintained in
force as guides to action, one finds evidence to suggest a
functional relationship between the structure of the self
and the structure of spoken interaction.

The socialized interactant comes to handle spoken in-
teracton as he would any other kind, as something that
must be pursued with ritual care. By automatically ap-
pealing to face, he knows how to conduct himself in re-
gard to talk. By repeatedly and automatically asking him-
self the question, “If T do or do not act in this way, will
I or others Iose face?” he decides at each moment, con-
sciously or unconsciously, how to behave, For example,
entrance into an occasion of spoken interaction may be
taken as a symbol! of intimacy or legitimate purpose, and
so the person must, to save his face, desist from entering
into talk with a given set of others unless his circum-
stances justify what is expressed about him by his entrance.
Once approached for talk, he must accede to the others
in order to save their face. Once engaged in conversation,
he must demand only the amount of attention that is an
appropriate expression of his relative social worth. Undue
Iulls come to be potential signs of having nothing in com-
mon, or of being insufficiently self-possessed to create
something to say, and hence must be avoided. Similarly,
interruptions and inattentiveness may convey disrespect
and must be avoided unless the implied disrespect is an
accepted part of the relationship. A surface of agreement
must be maintained by means of discretion and white lies,
so that the assumption of mutual approval will not be dis-
credited. Withdrawal must be handled so that it will not

certain categories of participants may be allowed to hold the
floor—as well as chats and sociable talks where rules are not
explicit and the role of speaker passes back and forth among
the participants.
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ON FACE-WOEK

convey an improper evaluation.?” The person must restrain
his emotional involvement so as not to present an image of
someone with no self-control or dignity who does not
rise above his feelings,

The relation between the self and spoken interaction
is further displayed when one examines the ritual inter-
change. In a conversational encounter, interaction tends to
proceed in spurts, an interchange at a time, and the flow of
information and business is parcelled out into these rela-
tively closed ritual units.28 The lull between interchanges
tends to be greater than the lull between turns at talking
in an interchange, and there tends to be a less meaning-
ful relationship between two sequential interchanges than
between two sequential speeches in an interchange.

This structural aspect of talk arises from the fact that
when a person volunteers a statement or message, however
trivial or commonplace, he commits himself and those he
addresses, and in a sense places everyone present in
jeopardy. By saying something, the speaker opens himself
up to the possibility that the intended recipients will affront
him by not listening or will think him fprward, foolish, or
offensive in what he has said. And should he meet with
such a reception, he will find himself committed to the
necessity of taking face-saving action against them. Fur-

27 Among people who have had some experience in interact-
ing with one another, conversational encounters are often ter-
minated in such a way as to give the appearance that all par-
ticu;Eants have independently hit upen the same moment to
withdraw, The dishandment is general, and no one may be con-
scious of the exchange of cues that has been required to make
such a happy simultaneity of action possible. Each participant
is thus saved from the compromising position of showing readi-
ness to spend further time with someone who is not as ready
to spend time with him.

28 The empirical discreteness of the interchange unit is some-
times obscured when the same person who provides the ter-
minating turn at talking in one interchange initlates the first
turn at talking in the next. However, the analytical utility of
the interchange as a unit remams.
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thermore, by saying something the speaker opens his in-
tended recipients up to the possibility that the message
will be self-approving, presumptuous, demanding, insult-
ing, and generally an affront to them or to their concep-
Hon of him, so that they will find themselves obliged to
take action against him in defense of the ritual code. And
should the speaker praise the recipients, they will be
obliged to make suitable denials, showing that they do not
hold too favorable an opinion of themselves and are not
so eager to secure indulgences as 1o endanger their re-
liability and flexibility as interactants.

Thus when one person volunteers a message, thereby
contributing what might easily be a threat to the ritual
equilibrium, someone else present is obliged to show that
the message has been received and that its content is ac-
ceptable to all concerned or can be acceptably countered,
This acknowledging reply, of course, may contain a tactful
rejection of the original communication, along with a re-
quest for modification. In such cases, several exchanges
of messages may be required before the interchange is
terminated on the basis of modified lines. The interchange
comes to a close when it is possible to allow it to do so—
that is, when everyone present has signified that he has
been ritually appeased to a degree satisfactory to him.2#
A momentary Jull between interchanges is possible, for it
comes at a time when it will not be taken as a sign of
something untoward,

In general, then, a person determines how he ought to
conduct himself during an occasion of talk by testing the
potentially symbolic meaning of his acts against the self-

29 The occurrence of the interchange unit is an empirical
fact. In addition to the ritual explanation for it, others may be
suggested. For example, when the person makes a statement and
receives a reply at once, this provides him with a way of learn-
ing that his statement has been received and eorrectly received.
Such “metacommunication” would be necessary on functional
grounds even were it unnecessary on ritual omes.
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ON FACE-WORK

images that are being sustained. In doing this, however,
he incidentally subjects his behavior to the expressive
order that prevails and contributes to the orderly flow of
messages, His aim is to save face; his effect is to save the
situation. From the point of view of saving face, then, it
is a good thing that spoken interaction has the conven-
tional organization given it; from the point of view of
sustaining an orderly flow of spoken messages, it is a good
thing that the self has the ritual structure given it.

I do not mean, however, to claim that another kind of
person related to another kind of message organization
would not do as well. More important, I do not claim
that the present system is without weaknesses or draw-
backs; these must be expected, for everywhere in social
life a mechanism or functional relation which solves one
set of problems necessarily creates a set of potential diffi-
culties and abuses all its own, For example, a characteristic
problem in the ritual organization of personal contacts is
that while a person can save his face by quarreling or by
indignantly withdrawing from the encounter, he does this
at the cost of the interaction. Furthermore, the person’s
attachment to face gives others something to aim at; they
can not only make an effort to wound him unofficially,
but may even make an official attempt utterly to destroy
his face, Also, fear over possible loss of his face often pre-
vents the person from initiating contacts in which impor-
tant information can be transmitted and important re-
lationships re-established; he may be led to seek the safety
of solitude rather than the danger of social emcounters.
He may do this even though cthers feel that he is moti-
vated by “false pride’—a pride which suggests that the
ritual code is getting the better of those whose conduct
is regulated by it. Further, the “after you, Alphonse” com-
plex can make the termination of an interchange difficult.
So, too, where each participant feels that he must sacrifice
a little more than has been sacrificed for him, a kind of
vicious indulgence eycle may occur—much like the hostility
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cycle that can lead to open quarrels—with each person
receiving things he does not want and giving in return
things he would rather keep. Again, when people are on
formal terms, much energy may be spent in ensuring that
events do not occur which might effectively carry an im-
proper expression. And on the other hand, when a set of
persons are on familiar terms and feel that they need not
stand on ceremony with one another, then inattentiveness
and interruptions are likely to become rife, and talk may
degenerate into a happy babble of disorganized sound.

The ritual code itself requires a delicate balance, and
can be easily upset by anyone who upholds it too eagerly
or not eagerly enough, in terms of the standards and
expectations of his group. Too little perceptiveness, too
little savoir-faire, too little pride and considerateness, and
the person ceases to be someone who can be trusted to
take a hint about himself or give a hint that will save
others embarrassment. Such a person comes to be a real
threat to society; there is nothing much that can be done
with him, and often he gets his way. Too much perceptive-
ness or too much pride, and the person becomes someone
who is thin-skinned, who must be treated with kid gloves,
requiring more care on the part of others than he may be
worth to them. Too much savoir-faire or too much con-
siderateness, and he becomes someone who is too social-
ized, who leaves the others with the feeling that they
do not know how they really stand with him, nor what they
should do to make an effective long-term adjustment to
him.,

In spite of these inherent “pathologies” in the organi-
zation of talk, the functional fitness between the socialized
person and spoken interaction is a viable and practical one.
The person’s orientation to face, especially his own, is
the point of leverage that the ritual order has in regard to
him; yet a promise to take ritual care of his face is built
into the very structure of talk.
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ON FACE-WORK

FacE AND Sociar RELATIONSHIPS

When a person begins a mediated or immediate encoun-
ter, 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 ends.
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 umanticipated and unintentional events that can
cast participants in an undesirable light, without disrupt-
ing the relationships of the participants. And if relation-
ships are in the process of change, the object will be to
bring the encounter to a satisfactory close without altering
the expected course of development. This perspective
nicely accounts, for example, for the little ceremonies of
greeting and farewell which occur when people begin a
conversational encounter or depart from omne. Greetings
provide a way of showing that a relationship is still what
it was at the termination of the previous coparticipation,
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 farewells compen-
sates the relationship for the harm that is about to be
done to it by separation.3¢

30 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, extenuat-
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It seems to be a characteristic obligation of many social
relationships that each of the members guarantees 1o sup-
port a given face for the other members in given situa-
tions. To prevent disruption of these relationships, it is
therefore necessary for each member to avoid destroying
the others’ face. At the same time, it is often the person’s
social relationship with others that leads him to participate
in certain encounters with them, where incidentally he
will be dependent upon them for supporting his face.
Furthermore, in many relationships, the members come
to share a face, so 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 per-
son is more than ordinarily forced to trust his self-image
and face to the tact and good conduct of others.

Tee NaTure or THE Rrruar. ORDER

The ritual order seems to be organized basically on ac-
commodative lines, so that the imagery used in thinking
about other types of social order is not quite suitable for
it. For the other types of social order a kind of schoolboy
model seems to be employed: if a person wishes to sustain
a particular image of himself and trust his feelings to it,
he must work hard for the credits that will buy this self-
enhancement for him: should he try to obtain ends by
improper means, by cheating or theft, he will be punished,

ing circumstances—in the case of greetings for circumstances
that have kept the participants from interacting until now, and
in the case of farewells for circumstances liat prevent the
participants from continuing their display of solidarity., These
apologies allow the impression to lI;e maintained that the
participants are more warmly related socially than may be the
case. This positive stress, in turp, 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 po-
tential communication will be kept open in the society.
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disqualified from the race, or at least made to start all
over again from the beginning. This is the imagery of a
hard, dull game, In fact, society and the individual join in
one that is easier on both of them, yet one that has dan-
gers of its own.

Whatever _his position_in socie the person _insulates
himsell by blindnesses, half-truths, illusions, and rationali-
zations. He makes an “adjustment” by convincing himself,
with the tacdul support of his intimate circle, that he is
what he wants to be and that he Would not do to gam his
ends what the others have done to gain theirs, And as for
society, if the person is willing to be subject to informal
social control—if he is willing to find out from hints and
glances and tactful cues what his place is, and keep it—
then there will be no objection to his furnishing this place
at his own discretion, with all the comfort, elegance, and
nobility that his wit can muster for him, To protect this
shelter he does not have to work hard, or join a group, or
compete with anybody; he need only be careful about the
expressed judgments he places himself in a position to
witness. Some situations and acts and persons will have to
be avoided: others, less threatening, must not be pressed
too far. Social life is an uncluttered, orderly thing be-
cause the person voluntarily stays away from the places
and topics and times where he is not wanted and where he
might be disparaged for going. He cooperates to save his
face, finding that there is much to be gained from ventur-
ing nothing,

Facts are of the schoolboy's world—they can be altered
by diligent effort but they cannot be avoided. But what
the person protects and defends and invests his feelings
in is an idea about himself, and ideas are vulnerable not
to facts and things but to communications. Communica-
tions belong to a less punitive scheme than do facts, for
communications can be by-passed, withdrawn from, disbe-
lieved, conveniently misunderstood, and tactfully con-
veyed, And even shonld the person misbehave and break
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the truce he has made with society, punishment need not
be the consequence. If the offense is one that the offended
persons can let go by without losing too much face, then
they are likely to act forbearantly, telling themselves that
they will get even with the offender in another way at
another time, even though such an occasion may never
arise and might not be exploited if it did. If the offense is
great, the offended persons may withdraw from the en-
counter, or from future similar ones, allowing their with-
drawal to be reinforced by the awe they may feel toward
somegne who breaks the ritual code, Or they may have the
offender withdrawn, so that no further communication can
occur. But since the offender can salvage a good deal of
faco from such operations, withdrawal is often not so much
an informal punishment for an offense as it is merely a
means of terminating it. Perhaps the main principle of the
ritual order is not justice but face, and what any offender
receives is not what he deserves but what will sustain for
the moment the line to which he has committed himself,
and through this the line to which he has committed the
interaction,

Throughout this paper it has been implied that under-
neath 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-reguletmg part:elpe.nts in social eneeunters One way

taehed 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
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it is these elements that are referred to in part when one
speaks of universal human nature.

Universal human nature is not a_yery human thing, By
acquiring it, the person becomes a kind of consiruct,
built up not from inner psychic propensities but from moral
yules 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 en-
counter, the distribution of his feelings, and the kinds of
practices he will employ to maintain a specified and
obligatory kind of ritual equilibrium. The general capacity
to be bound by moral rules may well belong to the indi-
vidual, 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 particular 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 under-
taking 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 other rules
and understandings. Similarly, the human nature of a
particular set of persons may be specially designed for
the special kind of undertakings in which they participate,
but still each of these persons must have within him some-
thing of the balance of characteristics required of a usable
participant in any ritually organized system of social
activity.




