On Face-Work:

An Analysis of Ritual
Elements in Social
Interaction

Erving Goffman

E very person lives in a world of social encounters, involving 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 pattern of verbal and nonverbal acts by
which he expresses his view of the situation and through this his evaluation of the par-
ticipants, 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 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 religion by
making a good showing for himself. . . .

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 he 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 under-
standing 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 dearly. . . .

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 partic-
ipant 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 interaction of face-to-face talk. It is typically a “work-
ing” acceptance, 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
judgments with which the participants do not really agree.
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Each person, subculture, and

The mutual acceptance of lines has an important con-
servative effect 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 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 in-
teraction, not its objective. Usual objectives, such as gain-
ing face for oneself, giving free expression to one’s true
beliefs, introducing depreciating information about the
others, or solving problems and performing tasks, are typ-
ically 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 statusallows
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 di-
rected 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 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 em-
barrassment 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 practices; they are like traditional 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 practices. It is
to this repertoire that people partly refer when they ask
what a person or culture is “really” like. And yet the partic-

SOCie ty seems to have ItS own ular set of practices stressed by particular persons or groups

seems to be drawn from a single logically coherent frame-

characteristic rep ertoire of face- work of possible practices. It is as if face, by its very nature,

saving practices.

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

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 proscriptively, 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
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interpretations that he ought perhaps to place upon theirs. In other words, he must ex-
ercise perceptiveness. But even if he is properly alive to symbolically conveyed 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 leads to their application that in our society terms
such as politeness or tact fail to distinguish between the inclination to exercise such ca-
pacities and the capacities themselves.

I have already said that the person will have two points of view—a defensive orien-
tation 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 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.

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 intention 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. 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 himself 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. . . .

Cooperation in Face-Work

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, is often of secondary importance. Lack
of effort on the part of one person induces compensative ef-
fort from others; a contribution by one person relieves the

which the offender and the offended simultaneously attempt

to initiate an apology. Resolution of the situation to every- SE€EM eSpeCia//y bound to prOteCt

one’s apparent satisfaction is the first requirement; correct
apportionment of blame is typically a secondary considera-
tion. Hence terms such as tact and savoir-faire fail to distin-
guish 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 save 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 nnoblesse
oblige through which those of high status are expected to curb their power of embarrassing
their lessers, as well as the fact that the handicapped often accept courtesies 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 cooperation will naturally
arise so that the participants together can attain their shared but differently motivated
objectives.

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

him.
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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 widespread practice of negative-attribute etiquette. The
person who has an unapparent negatively valued attribute often finds it expedient to begin
an encounter with an unobtrusive admission of his failing, especially with persons who
are uninformed about him. The others are thus warned in advance against making dis-
paraging remarks about his kind of person and are saved from the contradiction of 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. The rule regarding 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 officially received the message contained in the hint. Hinted communi-
cation, 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 judgments during the occasion, and so
he voluntarily deprives or depreciates 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 himself he allows to come from the others; the unfavorable
judgments of himself are his own contributions. This “after you, Alphonse” technique
works, of course, because in depriving himself he can reliably anticipate 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 expectations, that they have a properly modest view of them-
selves, and that they can be counted upon to support the ritual 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 interaction.
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 feel-
ings—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.

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, dip-
lomatically 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 themselves into duels, and wait
for a round of shots to go wide of the mark before embracing their opponents. Here is an
echo of the distinction between the value of a hand drawn at cards and the capacity of
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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 be-
come 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 be-
little 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 undertaking. 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 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. . ..

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 rela-
tionship 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 unanticipated and unintentional events that can cast participants in
an undesirable light, without disrupting the relationships of the participants. And if re-
lationships 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 one. 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 compensates the relationship for the harm that is about to be
done to it by separation.
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A social relationship is a way in
WhICh the person iS forced to trust incidentally he will be dependent upon them for supporting

It 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 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

his face. Furthermore, in many relationships, the members

his Se/f—image and face to the tact  come to share a face, so that in the presence of third parties
and good conduct of others.

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

The ritual order seems to be organized basically on accommodative 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, 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 dangers of its own.

Whatever his position in society, the person insulates himself by blindnesses, half-
truths, illusions, and rationalizations. He makes an “adjustment” by convincing himself,
with the tactful support of his intimate circle, that he is what he wants to be and that he
would not do to gain 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, ele-
gance, 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 because 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 venturing 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 commu-
nications. Communications belong to a less punitive scheme than do facts, for commu-
nications can be by-passed, withdrawn from, disbelieved, conveniently misunderstood,
and tactfully conveyed. And even should the person misbehave and break 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
encounter, or from future similar ones, allowing their withdrawal to be reinforced by
the awe they may feel toward someone 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 face 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
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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 underneath their differences in culture,
people everywhere are the same. If persons have a universal human nature, they them-
selves 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 participants 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 considerate-
ness, 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 uni-
versal human nature.

Universal human nature is not a very human thing. By acquiring it, the person be-
comes a kind of construct, built up not from inner psychic propensities 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 spec-
ified and obligatory 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 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 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 counter-
balanced 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 something of the balance of characteristics required of a usable
participant in any ritually organized system of social activity.
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