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Foreword 

As this volume and numerous other works demonstrate, the concept of face has proved 

enormously stimulating to scholars of the interpersonal aspects of communication. Its ap-

peal seems to lie in the possibilities it offers for examining instantiation both of the macro 

concept of identity and also of personal concerns such as self-esteem, self-image and rep-

utation - things which in themselves have nothing to do with interaction - within interac-

tion. 

This paper is a wide-ranging, though patchy, discussion of the concept and our use of 

it. Because the concept was introduced into sociopragmatics by Goffman (1967 [1955]: 

5), it is not possible to conduct such a discussion without quoting his original definition. 

Here it is: 

 (1) The positive social value 

 (2) a person effectively claims for himself 

 (3) by the line others assume he has taken 

 (4) during a particular contact 

I have represented it this way so that below I can refer to its various elements as line 

numbers. 

To start with this quote risks the inference that what follows is a kind of biblical exe-

gesis. And indeed, so powerful and alluring is Goffman’s exposition that there is a danger 

that discussion on this matter can be reduced to mere argumentation about ‘what 

Goffman really meant’. This paper may appear at times to fall into this trap. But I hope it 

becomes clear that the reason for its exegetical tendencies are simply that Goffman’s 

work can provide an avenue into further exploration of the concept. We scholars are, of 

course, unbound by any religiose affiliations and are free to suggest any modification to 

Goffman’s concept that we deem useful (and I hope this will become clear too). 

However, there are limits to what can be accomplished in just one paper. This paper 

begins (section 1 below) by painting a picture of what, in my view, makes face distinctly 

face (i.e. not just a buzzword for some other phenomenon).But it is not principally con-

cerned with the precise nature of the concept. It only briefly engages with Arundale’s 
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(2009) objections to Goffman’s concept and his alternative conceptualisation. (See sec-

tion 7 below. For greater engagement, see Jakubowska, this volume.) It is chiefly con-

cerned with the operationalisation of the concept in studies of interpersonal communica-

tion, with special reference to cross-cultural and intercultural studies. 

To foreground face, and at the same time to omit the words ‘politeness’ and ‘culture’ 

in the title of a paper which appears in a volume entitled Politeness Across Cultures, re-

quires some explanation. The succinct explanation is that this paper focuses on the 

‘across’ part of this volume’s title. And face, it is argued, is an ideal concept for engaging 

with the cross-cultural and intercultural precisely because it does not implicate specific 

cultures (see section 3) or construals of politeness which are inevitably culture-specific 

(see section 2). Having thus argued for the value of the concept of face, the remaining 

sections of this paper raise a series of problematical issues connected with it. These are 

framed as questions, to which I offer answers which are extremely sketchy but neverthe-

less often forthright. The main intention is to suggest an agenda for future discussion. 

  

1. The ‘reality’ of face: its reciprocality 

Imagine a podium event. It could be a paper being presented at a conference, a theatre 

play, a speaker at a political rally or just a teacher doing up-front chalk-and-talk in a teen-

age classroom. Now imagine that something very untoward happens which distracts at-

tention from the main business, something which utterly destroys, albeit only momentari-

ly, the credibility of the major actor. The conference presenter lets off a very loud fart, the 

actor forgets his/her lines in mid speech, the political speaker’s false teeth come shooting 

out of his/her mouth or the teacher displays sudden and extreme incontinence. As a result, 

the victim is visibly and greatly discomfited. S/he suffers extreme embarrassment. S/he is, 

as the English saying goes, covered in confusion.  

On the page, incidents of this kind come across as laughable. In real life they come 

across very differently. Typically, all those present experience the same sense of horror as 

the victim. They feel embarrassed for him/her. They too will be visibly discomfited. 

Moreover, the extent of their discomfiture, while not as great, will be in direct proportion 

to that of the victim. The more the latter is humiliated, with no relieving humour or sub-

sequent new focus of attention on the horizon, the greater it will be; the more s/he is able 

to demonstrate poise (Goffman 1967: 8-9) – either by successfully appearing to ignore 

the incident entirely and just ‘moving on’ or by passing it off through jocularity or some 

other incorporation into his/her performance – the less it will be. Moreover, the other par-

ticipants will eagerly cooperate in any such repair work. (If this is a joke, for instance, 

they will laugh loudly.) 

A couple of factors could affect the precise degree of this remarkable demonstration of 

fellow feeling. When participants’ sense of commitment to the occasion is great, we may 

expect the fellow-feeling to be a little greater. (In the conference scenario above, for in-

stance, participants are there of their own willing accord, so that they assume some per-
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sonal responsibility for the proceedings.) When it is small, they may share less in the dis-

comfiture of the main performer (as with pupils in a classroom, who are forced to be pre-

sent). Similarly, interpersonal affect might play a role. Participants who personally like 

and identify with the victim may feel greater discomfiture than those who are in some 

way hostile (the pupils in the classroom, perhaps). In this latter case, they might even feel 

pleased at the victim’s misfortune.  

However, a moment’s reflection allows us to realise that these factors seem to have 

only a minimal influence on the reactions of participants. Typically, even someone who 

has no commitment to the occasion and personally dislikes the victim will nevertheless be 

visibly discomfited. If s/he is pleased, s/he is secretly pleased - and for later but not for 

now. S/he may pass a sniggering remark to an adjacent participant, but this is not so 

much an attempt to further discomfit the victim as it is a response to his/her own discom-

fiture.  

The origin of this demonstrable fellow-feeling, then, cannot be found solely in inter-

personal affect or in any other particularity of the situation. It seems to be built into us as 

interactants. We are affectively implicated in the affective adventures of others merely by 

being in their presence. It is in this reciprocal nature - whereby damage to one person’s 

face leads to the damage of everybody’s face - and the repair of that face simultaneously 

involves the repair of all faces - that the phenomenon of face may be described as ‘real’. 

It cannot be reduced to the outward show of inner feelings (as Brown & Levinson’s 1987 

conception of ‘face as wants’ tends towards).  

The examples I have conjured up above to illustrate this point are all extreme and - 

mercifully - rare. In an attempt to emphasise this distinction between face and feelings 

concerning relationships, I now examine a trifling one. It occurred during a conference 

presentation which I gave some years ago. I began by apologising for the fact that my talk 

was going to be essentially the same one I had given at the conference of the same organ-

isation the previous year. Anxious that no participants should be irritated by finding 

themselves listening to the same old stuff they had heard at that time, I assured any such 

people that they should feel free to get up and leave immediately and that if they did so I 

would not find it the least bit rude. At this point, one member of the audience, who had 

indeed been present at my talk the previous year, interjected with  

 

What makes you think we remember it? 

 

Through more-or-less conventional implicature, it could be inferred from this utterance 

that she herself did not remember the details of my talk the previous year and that proba-

bly any others in her position did not do so either, leading to the further inference that 

there was no need for me to apologise for the repetitive content of the upcoming talk.  

In addition, still further inferences could be drawn. These concern the perlocutionary 

intent of the utterance. One, via a self-deprecating allusion to the speaker’s powers of 
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memory, was of reassurance that what I was about to say would be of interest. But the 

alternative, via an implicature that my talk the previous year had been singularly unmem-

orable, was of criticism that I am the kind of speaker who gives boring presentations. The 

interjector was (and is) a personal friend and occasional collaborator of mine. I was (and 

remain) perfectly confident that her intention was supportive. Consequently, I did not feel 

‘personally’ attacked by her remark and my feelings suffered no damage whatsoever. 

However, aware of the possible latter interpretation, and aware that others were aware of 

it (a small ripple of laughter passed through the section of the audience who heard the 

remark), my face was attacked. In English language parlance, I was momentarily ‘put 

out’ and had to exercise a little poise in order to deflect the attack. Given the circum-

stances, this was easy to do. But to further emphasis the point that face and interpersonal 

affect are different, let us imagine that my interjector had actually had malign intent. Alt-

hough this might have made it slightly more difficult for me to overcome the face attack, 

it still would have been possible for me to do so. I still could have behaved as if the inten-

tion of the remark was supportive. In this case, my face would have remained intact, even 

though my feelings would have been severely damaged. 

In further support of the ‘reality’ of face, I now argue that it cannot it be equated to the 

management of personal reputation either. It may be argued that the reason for the  mutu-

al embarrassment in the extreme examples above, and the failure of any who are person-

ally antipathetic to the victim to take advantage of his/her vulnerability, is that partici-

pants have their own faces to protect and therefore have to manage the impression of 

themselves given off to all others present. After all, few people wish to be thought heart-

less or cruel. There is of course much truth in this view. However, face as fellow-

interactant-feeling seems to be more deeply ingrained than such instrumental considera-

tions. We also do not wish to look heartless or cruel to ourselves, as in Goffman’s (1967: 

10) example of a person being “trapped by considerateness” into buying something they 

really don’t want, even when there is no-one else around to witness the salesperson’s de-

facement if we do not buy. Indeed, it is so pervasive that precisely the same empathetic 

reaction as above can often occur when we are not even present. For instance when 

watching a TV sitcom whose humour lies in awkward social situations, we sometimes 

find ourselves squirming, perhaps momentarily shielding our eyes from the screen or 

covering our ears even while we laugh. Our reactions, in other words, are those of ex-

treme social discomfiture, despite the fact that we ourselves have no role in the social oc-

casion. We behave as if our faces are at stake when our reputations cannot be. (This mat-

ter of face effects even when the faces affected are nowhere near the action raises analyti-

cal problems which I deal with in section 4 below.)
1
   

This section has argued in support of the use of the face-concept by attempting to 

show its conceptual and analytical independence from related aspects of (in-

ter)personhood. However, its frequent use in scholarship over the last two decades, its 
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success as a term which is sometimes bandied about rather loosely, carries it own dangers. 

The rest of this paper discusses the issues which have emerged thereby.  

 

2. What is the relation of face to (im)politeness?  

For historical reasons - mainly the fact that most of us were first drawn into the study of 

both via Brown & Levinson (1987 [1978]) - face and politeness are routinely yoked to-

gether like some famous double act.  (Indeed, a googlefight search returns as many en-

tries for the hyphenated ‘face-and-politeness’ as it does for the unhyphenated version.) So 

I begin by stating the obvious. Face and politeness are not the same thing. They can’t be, 

simply because one is a trait of interactants while the other is a trait of interaction. One is 

something interactants have, the other something they do.  

In Brown & Levinson - and commonly thereafter - the former is appealed to as an ex-

planation for the latter. This is a perfectly feasible claim. However, the causal relation-

ship between the two, especially when it is taken for granted, can mask a number of nu-

ances. Arguably, face is not the only explanation for politeness (or, for that matter, impo-

liteness – see Culpeper, in press) and politeness is quite definitely not the only aspect of 

behaviour which face can explain. Goffman’s original exposition (1967 [1955]) of face-

work amounts to some 12,000 words but contains only four instances of the lexeme ‘po-

lite(ness)’, none of which attempts to define the lexeme or its relation to face.
2
 

Moreover, to uphold the claim that people’s faces cause them to be polite, it is neces-

sary to assume either that politeness when it occurs is objectively identifiable (“Look, 

here is an instance of politeness”) or that face is as salient a concept to interactants as po-

liteness (“I am polite for reasons of face”). Neither assumption seems warranted. The 

former entails the adoption of a second-order approach to politeness (Watts et al 1992) 

which has come under increasing fire in the last decade or so by those (e.g. Eelen 2001, 

Watts 2003, Mills 2003, 2005) who advocate and practice a first-order approach (‘polite-

ness1’, as it has come to be called) which focuses on subjective participant evaluations of 

what is and is not considered polite. Given the fact that the lexeme ‘polite(ness)’ is value-

laden,  that comparable (but not synonymous) lexemes exist in all cultures and that all 

these lexemes are salient to language users, there is much to be said for this approach. 

The salience of the term ‘face’ as characterised above, on the other hand, appears to be 

very cross-culturally limited. Moreover, even where comparable lexemes are salient, they 

do not appear to capture quite the same phenomenon as that sketched above (see below). 

The term ‘facework’ is even less salient. For this reason, it seems to me that, in contrast 

to politeness, face lends itself more naturally to a second-order approach. Because Brown 

& Levinson take such an approach and because a conception of face is the lynchpin of 

their model, it is probably more helpful to view their model as a theory of facework rather 

than of politeness (Watts 2003; Locher & Watts 2005).  

Thus face and politeness are distinct both substantively and methodologically. Clearly, 

there is a relation, but it is one of mutual hyponymy, not a causal one. Which is the hypo-
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nym and which the superordinate term is a matter of perspective. Seen from the inside, 

this paper places face in the superordinate position; that is, politeness is regarded as a 

(possible) aspect of facework. This relationship follows from the conception of politeness 

as culture-specific (as above) and face as pan-cultural (see immediately below). Seen 

from the outside, on the other hand, this paper can be seen as a discussion of one very 

important component of politeness, so that politeness is in the superordinate position and 

face in the hyponymic one. 

 

3. Face across cultures 

As suggested by my comments so far, the face that I am discussing in this paper is a se-

cond-order notion - a term that can be used by scholars from all over the world to denote 

the same concept whatever their origin or the specifics of their empirical application of it. 

This paper is not about the English lexeme ‘face’ or roughly equivalent lexemes in par-

ticular languages. It makes occasional reference to diverging, culture-specific instantia-

tions, but it is not principally concerned with these. The focus is on the use of a universal 

parameter - a lens through which the divergences may be compared and better understood. 

Following Terkourafi (2007), I call this face2. 

This is not to deny the value of studies of emic, culture-specific constructs instantiated 

by such lexemes (see, for example, Koutlaki 2002, Ruhi & Istk-Guler 2007, Lim 2009, 

Ruhi 2009, Ukosakul 2009, Sifianou, this volume). As argued by Haugh (2009: 11-14) 

(and demonstrated by these studies), these can enrich our understanding of actual instanc-

es of interaction. But I take it as axiomatic that comparisons across cultures are more val-

id when we have a concept which is in itself culture-neutral; that is, what Terkourafi 

(2007) has termed a ‘methodological abstraction’ (see O’Driscoll 1996 for further argu-

ment to this effect). Such a concept also has the advantage that is does not require an es-

sentialist conception of culture or of the extent of the influence of this or that culture on a 

person’s interactive behaviour. In keeping with the argument expounded in the introduc-

tion to this volume, cultural norms are seen as just one possible contribution to this be-

haviour, the weight of which can vary from situation to situation (see section 8 below).    

It might be argued that, in order to avoid confusion between first-order and second-

order perspectives on face, a term should be found for the latter which is transparently, 

exclusively technical (i.e. not salient in any culture). The fact that the English lexeme 

‘face’ and its equivalents in other languages play a role, albeit usually a minor one, in 

everyday usage might therefore make it an unsuitable candidate. However, quite apart 

from the difficulty of persuading all researchers to recognise and adopt such a term, em-

ploying one which has reflexes in everyday usage actually has an advantage. It helps us 

to guard against our research straying too far from everyday experience. It can also sug-

gest nuances and conceptualisations that we might otherwise miss (I offer one such ex-

ample below). I therefore think it advisable to stay with the term ‘face’ for the second-
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order notion. When the possibility of confusion with the first-order notion arises, it is on-

ly necessary to specify ‘face2’. 

 

4. When can face be relevant? 

This is a question about the range of communicative behaviour to which the concept 

might be applied. As the English language lexeme suggests, face and facework prototypi-

cally pertain to face-to-face interaction. It is, after all, only when people are visibly in 

each other’s presence that the kinds of face effects discussed in section 1 above can occur. 

It is also fairly clear that it was this kind of interaction which Goffman had in mind in his 

exposition of the concept; notwithstanding his remark, two-thirds of the way through his 

exposition, that “most of what has been said so far applies to encounters of both an im-

mediate and mediated kind”, all his exemplification assumes face-to-face encounters and 

anyway it is “during direct personal contact” that “the significance of face becomes espe-

cially clear” (Goffman 1967: 33).
3 

This conception of face - as operational in face-to-face interaction - leads to one de-

duction and one problem. The deduction is that people do not have faces in the way that 

they have legs or bicycles. People have the latter whether or not they are walking or ped-

alling. But people have faces only when they are interacting. Face is “constructed discur-

sively with other [interactants]” and is thus “attributed in each individual instance of in-

teraction” (Locher & Watts 2005: 12). Such a limitation is, of course, implicit in line 4 of 

Goffman’s definition and in his oft-quoted statement that a person’s face is “on loan to 

him from society” (Goffman 1967: 10) 
4 

This limitation to interaction does not, of course, mean that we interactants enter each 

encounter with entirely blank faces. We carry around with us the building blocks of face 

construction (see below) outside interaction, all of which have their own histories. As a 

result, a person’s face in the present encounter usually has a connection with his/face in 

previous encounters (especially those with the same interlocutors), with the non-

interactive background to the present encounter and indeed his/her more general non-

interactive experience, so that a full exploration of the nature of his/her face in the present 

encounter may often need to take these factors into account. (See Haugh 2009: 11-12 and 

Spencer-Oatey 2009: 137-138 & 151-152 for calls to this effect; see Sifianou in this vol-

ume for a considered argument.) These elements and factors all have some sort of bearing 

on face. 
 

Nevertheless, I would argue that these building blocks get assembled, albeit in a mi-

crosecond, only in interaction (see Terkourafi 2005: 248-249; also Goffman 1967: 7-8). It 

seems to me that this restriction on the potential relevance of face is a necessary one. 

Without it, it becomes difficult to separate the concept of face from that of self-image (i.e. 

the set of ideas which a person has about him/herself and would like other people to have) 

or reputation (i.e. the image that other people have of this person when they happen to 

call him/her to mind) or identity (i.e. images that other people have when calling this type 
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of person to mind). It may be argued that face can still be a useful term for the aggregate 

of these characterisations about a person. However, section 1 above has indicated that in 

interaction things can happen which none of these terms nor their aggregate can capture. 

Without this limitation, we lose sight of the immediacy of face as illustrated above.
 

But it is the insistence of face as a feature manifest in face-to-face interaction which 

raises a problem. Despite the above considerations, the concept of face is now frequently, 

and convincingly, used in studies of interpersonal aspects of communication between 

people who cannot see each other’s faces at the time. Examples include studies of tele-

phone communication (e.g. Sifianou 1989, Economidou-Kogetsidis 2005, Marquez-

Reiter 2005, 2009), radio-talk (e.g. Ferenčík 2007), conventional written communication 

(e.g. many of the contributions in Culpeper & Kadar 2010), e-mail encounters (Davies et 

al 2007, Merrison et al, in prep.) and other kinds of computer-mediated communication 

(e.g. Pizziconi  2007)  and even published scientific articles, where, therefore, most read-

ers are unidentified and potentially unrestricted (Myers 1989, Koutsantoni 2004). 
 

In these types of communication, the interdependent and situated characteristics of 

face noted above seem to be missing. What the producer says or writes may be extremely 

hurtful or pleasing to one or more receivers. It may present the producer in a very unflat-

tering light or divulge information which is damaging to the reputation of one or more of 

the receivers. But in all such cases, I would argue that participants’ faces remain un-

touched at the time because there are no faces on the scene. 
 

This lack of face engagement is even more obvious in written communication, when 

production and reception of messages are dislocated not only in space but also in time (so 

that it becomes problematical to pinpoint exactly when the ‘interaction’ – if that is what it 

is – is going on). In these cases, the producer is not present to witness the reception of a 

message and so receivers do not have to manage their reception of it (and the producer, 

aware of this, does not have to take such immediate reception into account when compos-

ing it - hence the ubiquitous modern tendency to ill-judged e-mail messages which turn 

out to cause offence). 
 

It may be thought at this point that I am confusing the purportedly second-order con-

cept which is the focus of this paper with a very literal denotation of the English lexeme 

(therefore first-order) ‘face’. And certainly even in a rather impersonal form of dislocated 

communication such as this paper, I am performing self-presentation. Indeed, I am taking 

a lot of care to present myself as the possessor of relevant positive attributes, as someone 

whose arguments are interesting, well-expressed and convincing,. Both my self-image 

and reputation are at stake. But my face isn’t (at least not right now – see below). It has 

taken me about an hour to compose this paragraph. Were I to take even a quarter of that 

time to make the same points in a face-to-face encounter, my claim to two of the above 

positive attributes would be shot to pieces. And if at this point you throw up your hands 

in a gesture of irritation, sneer and shout “rubbish”, it doesn’t touch my face because I 

don’t know you’re doing it. If you then proceed to broadcast this negative opinion to rel-
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evant colleagues, including me, I will feel downcast, deflated and perhaps hurt. And if 

you express this opinion convincingly, my self-confidence will take a severe dent. But 

until I meet you and/or these colleagues, there are no face-effects. 
 

In addition, there is actually only a narrow bandwidth of my self-image and reputation 

at stake right now. Face presents an image of the whole person. In face-to-face interaction
 

 

on the basis of a few known attributes, [a person] is given the responsibility of 

possessing a vast number of others. His coparticipants are not likely to be con-

scious of the character of many of these attributes until he acts perceptibly in such 

a way as to discredit his possession of them       [Goffman 1967: 7] 

 

In the present circumstances I do not have this responsibility. I am wearing an old dress-

ing-gown, I am unshaven and I have just picked my nose. But you are not here to per-

ceive any of this.  

Given these observations, we need to ask how face can be relevant to dislocated com-

munication. In what sense(s) can it be valid to refer to face, as so many studies have done, 

when analysing instances of this kind of communication? I have two answers. The first is 

to advance the face-to-face encounter as our human prototype for communication, with 

which, therefore, we habitually frame all kinds of communication and which therefore 

influences our behaviour even in dislocated communication. (Some such metaphorical 

extension seems to be going on in our reactions to sitcom situations noted above.) Not-

withstanding the conceptual distinction argued above between face and feelings of self-

worth, it is undeniable that the two are closely related. In most cases, damage or en-

hancement of our faces tends to lead to damage or enhancement to our sense of self-

worth (Goffman 1967: 6). Now, because these kinds of feelings are operative regardless 

of the mode of communication, it is quite possible that we habitually behave with an eye 

to our faces in all modes, that we project them onto page or screen or into the mouthpiece. 

In support of the feasibility of this view, we may note that until the advent of tele-

communications and mass literacy - both very recent indeed in the sweep of human histo-

ry - face-to-face was the only direct means of linguistic communication available to the 

vast majority of people. Perhaps, therefore, we humans are hard wired for face-to-face 

interaction and thus carry over its features into all kinds of communication. Certainly, 

when talking on the phone, we tend to use many of the same facial expressions and phys-

ical gestures as when we are physically present to our interlocutors. Moreover, it is only 

through the assumption that dislocated communication is felt almost as immediately as 

face-to-face interaction that we can make sense of recent concerns in the media about 

‘cyber bullying’.  

However, there is a limit to this answer. It remains easier to lie over the phone than it 

is face-to-face (and this is just one reason why so many have misgivings about the pro-

spect of video phones). And other kinds of dislocated communication do not exhibit those 
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physical symbols of the face-to-face mode. Moreover, the face-to-face-as-prototype an-

swer is based on an explanation of our communicative behaviour but says nothing about 

face effects. An additional defence of studies employing the concept of face in the analy-

sis of dislocated communication is therefore required. It lies in ‘the future’; that is, in the 

mutual awareness of participants that there is at least a possibility - however remote - that 

they will meet face-to-face at some time hence. The result of this possibility is that while 

such communicants do not have faces at the time, what transpires is likely to have conse-

quences for their future faces. Aware of this, participants in dislocated communication 

take these into account and face becomes salient. The more likely future face-to-face con-

tact, the more salient face will be. 

The point remains, however, that no acts performed in writing can be directly face 

damaging or face-enhancing for the simple reason that (I repeat) there are no faces in-

volved. They can be face-threatening only in the sense that they may impact on future 

face-to-face contact. (See Goffman 1967: 7-8 and O’Driscoll 2007a: 240-242 for similar 

presentations of future face consequences.) In the study of dislocated communication, 

therefore, it is more meaningful to employ face in the analysis of the producer’s language 

and his/her intentions than it is to employ it in any estimation of actual face effects.   

 

5. When and how much is face actually relevant? 

This is a question of the explanatory value of the concept of face for the analyst when 

s/he considers instances of interaction. Just as I have argued the people do not strictly 

have faces when they are not interacting face-to-face, so for the same reason people al-

ways have faces when they are. By definition, therefore, face is always potentially rele-

vant in any such interaction. It is always ‘immanent’ Tracy (1992). 

However, it is plain that sometimes it matters an awful lot and sometimes it matters 

hardly at all. There have been arguments that some interactive behaviour is better ex-

plained by other means. For instance, there are situations when desire for clarity and/or 

attention to the impersonal task at hand is all-consuming. Some of those put forward by 

Brown & Levinson (1987: 94-98) to explain ‘bald on record’ utterances fall into this cat-

egory. And certainly a recurrent thread of this paper is that it is wise not to try to make 

face do too much analytical work. This is a point made by Spencer-Oatey (2009), who 

offers examples of other interactional goals being pursued regardless (even in spite of) 

face.  

Another kind of argument is to advance culture-specific values as impacting on the 

amount of salience accorded face (and therefore on its explanatory value). Hill et al’s 

(1986) much-followed notion of ‘discernment’, which purportedly takes precedence over 

face in Japanese society, is one such example. Another (apparently contradictory) exam-

ple is the view that ‘the east’ values face over objective truth while ‘the west’ does the 

opposite (see, for example. Goffman 1867: 17, ftnt.). However, whether such values can 

in themselves affect the amount of importance given to face is doubtful (see O’Driscoll 
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2007b: 470 and 2010: 274-275 for arguments against the discernment view). It is in the 

nature of face as conceived in this paper that it is not dependent on such values. At the 

same time, however, it is consistent with this conception to expect the significance of 

face to vary cross-culturally - not in the general sense of overall interactional ethos im-

plied above but rather with respect to specific types of situation. 

One observable divergence concerns how comparable encounters are framed. The no-

tions of occasion (Goffman 1963: 18-21), activity type (Levinson 1979) and speech event 

(Hymes 1972) are all broadly similar in that they allow for subjectively and culturally 

influenced responses to the question: what sort of thing is going on here? Divergent an-

swers to this question will produce frames which bring face more or less to the fore. For 

example, my personal experience and observation suggests that default behaviour in cer-

tain kinds of podium event in Belgian culture (such as public PhD defences, the introduc-

ing of guest speakers to an audience or political debates on TV) highlight face, by ad-

dressing the main actors directly as ‘you’, much more than they do in British culture, 

which downplays the significance of face by avoiding ‘you’ in such situations. (See 

O’Driscoll 2007b: 483-484 for a similar example.) 

Another attested divergence is in the face significance attached to particular speech 

acts. For example, Thomas (1983) and Smith (1985) offer examples in which a westerner 

objects to the expectation that they should proffer an apology, on the grounds that this is a 

personal admission of fault which therefore impacts negatively on their faces, whereas we 

are told that in the cultural milieu it is a mere formality and carries no such face damage.  

Other aspects of variability in face-salience are culture-neutral. One such aspect which 

may be tentatively advanced as applying in all cultures pertains to participant relation-

ships. Following Wolfson (1983), who observed what she called the ‘bulge’ in address 

forms and other aspects of interpersonal behaviour, it can be suggested that face is always 

likely to be more salient in interaction with people who are neither strangers nor intimates 

than with people who are. Additional variables suggested by O’Driscoll (2007a: 252-253) 

are numbers of participants and relative predictability of the encounter; all else being 

equal, the greater this number and the less expected the encounter, the more face will be 

at stake. 

 

6. Lexico-grammatical considerations 

Lurking behind attempts to answer the questions asked in other sections of this paper – 

and potentially befuddling discussion of them – are a number of lexico-grammatical is-

sues. In order to facilitate discussion on the face concept and its application to the study 

in instances of interaction, I suggest we need to be clear each time we use the term about 

the following: 

 

6.1. Positive attribute versus existential attribute 
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In other words, are we using the term to denote a desideratum of interactants or to denote 

something which they have anyway but which can very in quality? The most common 

expression in everyday modern English containing the lexeme is probably ‘lose face’, 

which indicates the former. Other expressions used in the scholarly literature such as 

‘give face’, ‘gain face’ and ‘claim face’ similarly present face as a value-laden term, de-

noting a trait of which people can be divested, or have more or less of, during interaction. 

Other collocations, on the other hand (e.g. damage face, enhance face, boost face), tend to 

present face as something mutable but ineradicable (i.e. existential attribute). Still others 

(e.g. threaten face) could be interpreted as of either type.  

Goffman himself allows for both interpretations. He distinguishes early on in his essay 

(Goffman 1967: 8) between a state of being ‘out of face’ (i.e. face as positive attribute) 

and that of being in the ‘wrong face’ (i.e. existential attribute). Immediately thereafter, 

however (Goffman 1967: 8-9), he describes either state as possibly leading to being 

‘shamefaced’ (the state portrayed in section 1 above) and proceeds to remark that in 

modern English ‘lose face’ can apparently refer to any three of these states and ‘save 

face’ to any actions taken to repair or avoid any of the three. Subsequently, he makes no 

explicit distinction between the results of being ‘out of face’ or in the ‘wrong face’ (i.e. 

they are nearly always mentioned together). In other words, Goffman is not much help in 

this matter. 

I do not wish to suggest that we as scholars must arrive at a decision as to which con-

ception of face we should follow. I only wish to enjoin us, for the sake of avoiding possi-

ble misinterpretation, to be clear about which of these two senses of face we mean when-

ever we use the term. As indicated above, my own preference is for face-as-existential-

attribute, as something whose quality can be threatened in interaction but whose existence 

cannot. From this viewpoint, collocations such as losing face, gaining face or giving face 

refer only metaphorically to the dispossession, repossession or acquisition of face and are 

understood to denote various kinds of change in the quality of face (in the same way that 

in English, talk of a person ‘losing his/her reputation’ is understood to mean a change 

from a good reputation to a bad reputation). However, it may be that there is room for the 

face-as-positive attribute conception as well, in the sense that some kinds of people in 

some kinds of situation, for example very young children among adults, are often pre-

sumed not to have any kind of face at all.  

 

6.2. Temporal perspective 

It is possible to analyse a moment of interaction from a before-perspective or an after-

perspective. If we take the former, we are focused on producer intentions and so will nat-

urally refer to face-wants, face-threats and efforts to avoid such threats or mitigate their 

potential effects (as in Brown & Levinson’s scheme). But if we take the latter perspective, 

we are focused on receivers and actual effects. This is what the discursive approach men-

tioned above does. In such cases, it makes more sense to talk about face-damage (rather 
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than threat) and repair work (rather than mitigation). Phrases such as face-saving and 

face-attack can refer to either perspective; that is, as attempt or as achievement.   

 

6.3. Mass versus count noun 

In other words, are we using the term to denote face the phenomenon of interaction or its 

myriad instantiations interactants at any one time? The distinction to be made here is sim-

ilar to that between (uncountable) language as a biological human phenomenon and 

(countable) languages as social creations. So far, as indicated in the section headings 

above, the discussion has been centred on various aspects of face-the-phenomenon and it 

has been suggested that face is an existentially inevitable trait of interactants (by virtue of 

them entering into interaction). But included in the discussion have been references to 

people’s faces (plural) on the assumption that the precise nature of the face of any one 

person in any one instance of interaction can vary and be distinct from that of other inter-

actants and that in other instances of interaction. The section headings below refer to fac-

es (plural) because they address questions of how this variation and distinctness may be 

described.  

The effort in sections 8 and 9 below is to discuss the construction and composition of 

individual faces in instances of interaction. In the course of this effort, reference is some-

times made to cross-cultural variation in the conceptualisation of face-the-phenomenon, 

but it needs to be stressed that this kind of variation, being a first-order matter, is not the 

focus of the discussion. Rather, the attempt is to explore variation from a face2 perspec-

tive, in which, therefore, the variability arises not from divergent conceptualisations but 

from varying proportions of the suggested universally available building blocks (section 8) 

of face and different degrees of salience of various possible aspects of face (to which 

cross-culturally divergent values are just one contributory factor). But before that, it is 

necessary to raise one more very basic question. 

 

7. To who or what do faces pertain? 

In the discussion so far, it has been assumed that faces belong to interacting individuals. 

In reaction to the individualist (usually qualified as ‘western’, sometimes characterised as 

‘self-obsessed’) orientation that they perceive as thereby implied, some researchers have 

questioned this assumption. Two alternatives have been offered. One is the notion of 

group face (e.g. Nwoye 1992, De Kadt 1998), introduced to account for the fact that 

many cultures subscribe to a collectivist orientation to identity, so that the ‘self’ with 

which face is connected may better be described as pertaining to a relevant social group. 

Goffman hints at this possibility when, immediately following his definition of face, he 

adds the face is “an image [of self] that others may share, as when a person makes a good 

showing for his profession or religion by making a good showing for himself”. And in-
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deed, as Sifianou demonstrates in this volume, one does not have to be a ‘collectivist’ to 

feel the face effects of the actions of others who are not present. 

The notion of group face is not a refutation of the conception of face as residing with 

the individual, but simply an argument that it does not entirely do so. The second alterna-

tive, however, attempts a blanket refutation. It regards Goffman’s conception as peculiar-

ly western (e.g. Bargiela-Chiappini 2003:1463) and therefore unsuited as a culture-

neutral one (i.e. face2). As an alternative, Arundale (2006, 2009) proposes ‘face-

constituting theory’, in which “face is not an individual possession” (Arundale 2009: 38) 

but rather “a relational phenomenon [which] arises in the dialectic interplay between 

what is individual and what is social” (Arundale 2009: 43). 

In its emphasis on face achieved within interaction, as an effect rather than a cause of 

moves in interaction, and therefore in continual flux during interaction, Arundale’s view 

reflects the picture painted in the first section above and is in accord with the argument in 

section 4 above that face exists only in interaction. However, I cannot myself see any in-

consistency in accepting this view but nevertheless locating faces (plural) firmly as per-

taining to individual interactants. This is not to deny their interdependence or their muta-

bility. It is just that I find it difficult to see how, practically and meaningfully, we could 

find a way to describe the nature or quality of ‘the face’ (singular) of a plurality of inter-

actants. Nor is it to deny the existence of collectivist or even holistic (Lim 2009) orienta-

tions in some cultures, resulting in interactional behaviour that is intimately concerned 

with the self-image(s) of the group(s) which an interactant is taken to represent. But I 

would regard this orientation simply as affecting the balance of ingredients contributing 

to a (singular) person’s face (see below).  

I do, conversely, see a problem with notion of group face, stemming from the simple 

observation that it is very rare indeed for two or more whole groups (that is, all their 

members) to participate in the same encounter. And yet if face exists only in interaction, 

such a condition would be necessary for ‘group face’ to have meaning
5
. Without it, the 

term ‘face’ extends beyond interaction, so that ‘face’ and ‘reputation’ or ‘self-image’ be-

come essentially synonymous.  

This issue is not closed. But having nailed my colours to the mast in this respect, I as-

sume in the remaining sections below that faces belong to individuals.    

 

8. What are faces made from? 

This is a question about the elements contributing to an interactant’s face at any one time, 

about the inputs to that face. I propose that all of the following building blocks can con-

tribute, though in varying proportions. 

 

8.1. Personal wants regarding self-image  

The face-as-wants approach is Brown & Levinson’s truncation of Goffman’s definition. 

It ignores lines 3 and 4 and arguably downplays the “effectively” in line 2 as well (see 
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O’Driscoll 2007b: 467-468). Nevertheless, it is clear that how we would like to be seen 

by others has an effect on how we will be seen because it influences our behaviour. In 

some respects, we have clear conscious choices in this matter. We can, for example, pick 

and choose what clothes to wear because we know that our decision will effect the faces 

we will later be given. In other respects, there is little if any consciousness involved and 

our interactive behaviour is simply a reflection of our own self-images and/or a compul-

sion to behave in a certain manner. But neither a lack of self-awareness nor the undoubt-

ed influence of social norms, sometimes very strong, are in themselves refutations of the 

contribution of personal wants (O’Driscoll 2010: 274-275). Likewise, the fact that there 

are severe methodological problems in estimating how such unobservable phenomena 

actually play out in interaction (Arundale 2006: 199) is no excuse for denying their exist-

ence.  

 

 

 

8.2. Ascribed characteristics  

I have in mind here the usual social identity variables such as age, gender, ethnicity, oc-

cupation and geographical provenance, as well as evident physical characteristics. Clearly, 

if I find myself identified by others in interaction as a large, elderly, male, British/Irish 

academic from London, certain behavioural expectations are conferred upon me which 

can be difficult to wriggle out of. They constitute part of the ‘line’ I am assumed to be 

taking. I have suggested above (section 7) that this ingredient will make a larger contribu-

tion for members of collectivist cultures than it would for members of more individualis-

tic ones.  

 

8.3. Personal reputation  

Even people we have never met before have often heard about us, so that frequently we 

enter into interaction with our own histories having already arrived. As a result, with all 

except complete strangers, the line which we are assumed to be taking, in addition to the 

typological characteristics above, involves personal ones such as early riser, friendly, 

honest, untidy and so on. It is this contributor to face2 which seems to be emphasised, 

albeit with a significant admixture of ascribed characteristics, in lexemes approximating 

to the English ‘face’ (i.e. face1) in some east Asian cultures. (See, for example, Lim & 

Choi 1996 for Korean culture, Gao 2009 for Chinese and Ukosakul 2009 for Thai). 

 

8.4. Interpersonal history  

This contributor applies to all but only encounters between people who have had dealings 

on previous occasions. If they have met on many occasions and have ‘a relationship’, 
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they will have developed certain habits of interaction which emphasise certain aspects of 

their faces. But even if they met just once before, a particularly memorable encounter will 

have its effects the next time they meet. (Hadfield & Hahn’s covenant face – see section 8 

below – derived with reference to Korean culture, adds this element to the construal of 

face1 mentioned in the previous paragraph. See Sifianou in this volume for a fuller ac-

count of this contributor) 

 

8.5. Culture 

It is well-known that cultural background involves certain values and norms of behaviour 

in interaction which induce certain habits and expectations among interactants. It is di-

vergences between those of one culture and those of another, of course, which have been 

appealed to in innumerable studies of interaction across cultures and cross-cultural com-

parisons. Sometimes, these divergences pertain directly to interaction, such as the histori-

cal Chinese norm of self-denigration and other-elevation (see, for example, Kádár 2010). 

In section 5 above, it was suggested that divergent conceptions of speech acts and activity 

types can affect the degree of salience of face. But these can also, of course, affect which 

aspects of face are presumed to be important (see O’Driscoll 2007b: 475-477 for a simple 

example). And sometimes, the divergences also involve values not directly pertaining to 

interaction themselves but nevertheless having a crucial affect upon it (see Ting-Toomey 

2009: 236-242 for a recent example). 

 

8.6. Situation  

Here, I have in mind all those elements listed in Hymes’ (1972) famous SPEAKING 

mnemonic.  I have left this contributor until last because I suspect it is the most important. 

This follows from the conception of face as co-constructed within interaction. Indeed it 

might be thought that, if face only exists in interaction and interactants’ faces emerge as 

their joint accomplishment (Arundale 2006), the unfolding situation encompasses all that 

contributes to them. However, as Haugh (2009: 5-12) reminds, face is not only co-

constituted in interaction but also constitutive of it. All situations of interaction are sub-

ject to historical influences. The other contributors listed in this section are, in effect, an 

attempt to itemise these.  

The crucial role of situation, I suggest, lies in the fact that it influences strongly the 

relative weights accorded to the other ingredients. In Goffman’s words: 

 

During a contact of a particular type, an interactant.... can expect to be sustained 

in a particular face ... Given his attributes and the conventionalized nature of the 

encounter, he will find a small choice of lines will be open to him and a small 

choice of  faces will be waiting for him.    [Goffman 1967:7]  
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Different elements of situation thrust different building blocks to the fore or consign them 

to the background. For example, if the ascribed identities of participants differ in salient 

ways, the salient characteristic(s) can become a major contributor to faces. (See 

O’Driscoll 2001 for an example concerning ethnolinguistic identity.) Conversely, if two 

people with a long and strong interpersonal history find themselves interacting among 

several others who are not privy to that history, this factor will become a much less im-

portant contributor to their faces than if they were alone together.  

But in truth I suspect that all these building blocks can affect each other, which is why 

the construction of faces is such a complicated matter. Arguably, one might regard situa-

tion as the origin and all the others as derivative. Or perhaps one might encapsulate all of 

them in a combination of situation and culture. At any rate, the relative weight to be ac-

corded situation and culture in the construction of faces is a topic that needs more re-

search 

 

9. What are faces made of? 

What are the facets of faces? How do we actually talk about a person’s face in interaction? 

Can we identify an X,Y, Z, N face at any one time? Goffman’s exposition is entirely 

lacking in any specification of the (cross-situational, relatively permanent) constituents of 

face; that is, the “social attributes” in terms of which, according to him, face is “delineat-

ed” (Goffman 1967: 5). This absence is perhaps inevitable given his definition of face as 

radically situationally contingent (line 4), as this could be taken to imply that the total 

configuration of constituents will be somewhat different in every single instance of inter-

action. 

However, the scary possibility that there are as many faces as there are encounter-

times-participants has not deterred researchers from attempting to identify specific types 

and/or instantiations of face. The most well-known attempt is that of Brown & Levinson 

(1978), who posit just two types: positive and negative. Notwithstanding the widespread 

cross-cultural criticism of both the applicability of these facets (in particular the latter) 

and their conceptualisation, they have proved remarkably durable in scholarship. A num-

ber of recent works have advanced what are effectively revised conceptions of them. 

Arundale (2006) and Terkourafi (2007) see them (albeit under different labels and radi-

cally different etiologies) as universal abstract concepts from which all visible, actual 

faces in particular cultures and situations can ultimately be derived. O’Driscoll (2007b), 

on the other hand, sees them as comprising just one dimension of face which is constant 

across cultures and situations (though with greatly varying degrees of salience). Bravo 

(2008) suggests something in between these poles. . 

The implication of the one-dimensional view of positive and negative is that there are 

other facets to faces. This position has been argued on the grounds that B&L’s positive 

and negative are both too grossly defined and just don’t cover enough grounds to capture 

the range of face concerns (e.g. Tracy & Baratz 1994: 290-291.) And indeed, other kinds 
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of face have been proposed. Some are straightforward additions to positive and negative, 

designed to account for phenomena which these facets seem unable to encompass (e.g. 

Lim & Bowers’ 1991 competence face, O’Driscoll’s 1996 culture-specific face, Hadfield 

& Hahn’s 2007 covenant face). Other suggestions are more sweeping. They include the 

purportedly universally available inventory offered by Ting-Toomey (2005; see also 

2009: 240), the list of culture-specific elements outlined by Mao (1994) and the series of 

face dimensions along each of which there can be certain ‘settings’ (Spencer-Oatey 2005).  

While there is not necessarily any value in attempting to establish an agreed list of 

types of face, more research in this field, into how we can principally go about describing 

the nature of faces at any one moment, would be valuable. 

 

10. Final word 

As warned at the start, this paper is very far from comprehensive. A number of worth-

while issues have not been discussed (for example the issue of exactly how faces change 

during interaction and that of self-face versus other-face). To finish, here is a very tenta-

tive, and somewhat whimsical, suggestion. To capture the notion of faces being con-

structed from several elements (their composite nature), and the relation between the el-

ements and the construction, and the mutability of faces, and the fact that face is essen-

tially a surface phenomenon (and thus different from self-image, self-esteem and other 

inner feelings of self-worth), I would like to advance the cosmetic metaphor of face 

make-up as a way of describing a person’s face at any one time. A person can choose 

what to put on (the personal wants element), from what is generally acceptable (the cul-

ture element), what is more particularly expected for his/her kind of person (the ascribed 

characteristic element) and what is actually available at the time (the situation element). 

Note also that there are lingering after-effects of make-up (it doesn’t come off so easily - 

the personal reputation and interpersonal history elements).  

This metaphor probably gives too much emphasis to pre-interactive decision-making 

for it to have much value. We would have to see people as applying make up to each oth-

er during interaction - in this cosmetic universe, people get together and routinely apply 

make-up to each other. But the notion of make-up is at least a way of emphasising that a 

person’s face is a composite. 
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Notes: 

 

1.  For anybody seeking evidence for the basic affective co-operativeness of interactants,  

I suggest that face effects such as those portrayed here would be the place to look – much 

more so than in Grice’s (1975) misleadingly named ‘co-operative principle’, which is really 

about intelligibility, not affect. 

2.  The instances can be found in the following places: Goffman 1967: 14, 16, 28, 35. 

3.  Indeed, Goffman’s conception of interaction itself is based around mutual physical presence. 

This approach is clear not only from the fact that nearly all his examples in all of his works as-

sume such presence. It is also entailed, it seems to me, in his argument (e.g. Goffman 1964: 

135-156 & 1981: 141-143) that talk should be studied not as ‘conversation’ but rather as just 

one aspect – albeit often a very important one – of encounters between people. This is because 

when we analyse other kinds of encounter such as telephone or e-mail communication, the 

non-linguistic aspects tend to be crowded out and all we are left with is talk.) 

4.  This remark has sometimes been interpreted to mean that face is actually a property of society 

rather than the individual. I cannot see the value of this interpretation. I believe it stems from a 

lexico-grammatical confusion - see sections 6.3 and 7 below. 

5.  Of course, if face is allowed to exist outside interaction as well as inside it, the notion of group 

face becomes much more feasible. See Sifianou in this volume. 

 


