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Abstract In recent years, there has been much debate
about the concept of face. Some researchers call to
consider face as an area of research on its own [1], [2] ,
[3], [4]. The study investigates how the concept of face can
be related to the Arab world through the exploration of the
emic meanings of face as encoded in Saudi Arabic folk
terms. The corpus includes 89 expressions collected using
my knowledge of Arabic as a native speaker of the
language through observation of authentic conversations,
TV series and programs, Twitter, and Google. The analysis
shows that although the concept of face in Saudi culture
can be individual and situational, it is seen as an
individual’s or group’s property that emerges overtime as
the accumulative effect of previous interactions with the
same individuals or other members of the groups they
belong to. Face appears to be a valuable possession more
oriented to in-group relationships rather than individual
autonomy, and it is mainly enhanced by retaining group
and cultural values such as collectivism, honour, and
religion. The study aims to stimulate further investigation
of the etic and emic conceptualization of face as well as
contribute to the related continuing debate in pragmatics by
exploring a novel culture in the field.
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1. Introduction

Although the notion of face originated in China [5], it
has not attracted attention in the West until the work of the
sociologist Erving Goffman. Goffman introduced the

concept of face into social communication with “On
Face-Work: An Analysis of Ritual Elements of Social
Interaction” (1955) and Interaction Ritual: Essays on
Face-to-Face Behavior [6]. His notion of face has been
considered a key concept in both pragmatic studies and
anthropology, sociolinguistics, sociology, psychology,
communication studies, and related fields [3]. Face is
perceived as a fundamental influence on human interaction.
Agassi [7] believed that people are human "because they
have face to care for—without it they lose human dignity".
Although Goffman introduced the notion of face, Brown
and Levinson’s [8] application of face in the context of
politeness theory is what increased its popularity.

Despite its importance, researchers disagree on how face
should be defined. Most discussions have questioned the
applicability of Brown and Levinson’s notion of face
across various cultural contexts [9], [10], [11] as face has
been treated as a universal concept. However, cultures vary
in how they view face [12], [13], [14], [15]. For example,
Grainger, Mills and Sibanda [16] found that British and
South  African Choir members differed in their
interpretations of face work. The understanding of face is
affected by several factors in any culture, including
personal values, self-identity, rights, and obligations of
interactants, role  expectations, and  normative
constraints [17], [18]. Bargiela-Chiappini's [5] extensive
research found a clear-cut distinction between those
cultures where face is considered a significant, if not
dominant, factor that determines interpersonal behaviour
and those where face is placed after other more dominant
notions such as discernment, respect, and deference.
Earley [17] noted the importance of understanding cultural
conceptualizations of the social self and its relationship to



2 An Exploration of the Concept of Face in Saudi Arabic Folk Expressions

others in studying the dynamics of face and face work in
interpersonal contacts.

Investigation of the concept of face has long been
encompassed as a subordinate of im/politeness research. In
the last decade, several politeness researchers have called
for analysing face distinctly from im/politeness and for
examining its folk and emic conceptualization in different
cultural contexts [1], [2], [3], [4]- A key reason for this call
is that face and face work include “issues broader than
simply politeness” [19] (p. 3). O’Driscoll [20] described
that face and politeness are different; face “is something
interactants have” whereas politeness is “something they
[interactants] do” (p. 22). In other words, politeness is a
quality of interactions, but face belongs to the interactants
themselves. Since then, several studies of face in Western
and east-Asian cultures have been conducted, including
TripAdvisor reviews in English, Italian, Dutch [21], and L2
German [22]. However, research on face as an independent
concept from politeness remains in infancy in Arab cultural
contexts. This paper aims to fill this gap by exploring the
emic meanings of face in Saudi Arabic expressions that
explicitly include the term ‘face’. It builds on
Sifianou’s [4], [23] view that lay expressions of face may
offer valuable insights into the concept and that
Goffman [6] admittedly derived the face concept from
“folk notions” [15] (p. 6). This account does not aim to
capture how face is constructed in interaction [2]. It relies
on data collected using my knowledge of Arabic as a native
speaker through observation of authentic conversations,
TV series and programs, Twitter, and Google. This
investigation hopes to contribute to the emic
conceptualization of face in an under-studied language and
culture. The study also hopes to contribute to the etic
conceptualization of face by exploring a novel culture in
the field. By exploring how existing theoretical
conceptualization of face relate to Saudi language use, |
can contribute to the ongoing debate on the nature of face
in politeness and pragmatics research. | may also highlight
potential gaps for further research on the notion of face in
Arab cultures.

In this paper, | first review the main discussions on the
notion of face since Goffman [6] and then overview face
with special reference to Arab nations. Next, | outline the
study’s methodology and provide a qualitative analysis of
face folk expressions. Finally, | offer a few conclusions
regarding the face conceptualizations in Saudi folk
expressions.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Overview of Face

We owe a debt of gratitude to the work of the
sociologist Erving Goffman in our understanding of the
concept of face in pragmatic research. Goffman [6]
defined face as the following:

“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.” (p. 5)

Face is thus the conceptualization people make of
themselves through the interpretations of others in social
interactions. People endeavour to maintain their face in
social situations. They are emotionally attached to their
face, so they feel good when their faces are maintained or
enhanced; loss or harm of their face results in emotional
pain and may be expressed in anger [6].

In an attempt to extend Goffman’s [6] notion of face,
Brown and Levinson [8] proposed a universal theory of
politeness in which they define face as “the public
self-image that every member wants to claim for himself”
(p. 61). Their notion of face could be perceived as both
self-image and the desire for a positive self-image, and it
underpins two forms of face: ‘positive face’, which refers
to the person's desire for their wants be appreciated or
desirable by at least some others, and ‘negative face’,
which refers to the person's want to have their actions
"unimpeded" by others (p. 61-62). Brown and Levinson [8]
argued that these face aspects could be threatened by what
they call face-threatening acts (FTAs), and people employ
politeness strategies to reduce face threats and to maintain
each other’s face.

Although Brown and Levinson [8] have been
influential, their concept of face has been criticized for
their universality claim and Western
bias [5], [24], [25], [26]. These later researchers dealt with
interlocutors as individuals rather than as members of a
society governed by its rules [27], [28], [29]. Researchers
who worked with non-Western cultures strongly opposed
the role of negative face outside of a so-called Western
context. Several studies have found that the notion of face
is perceived differently in Eastern cultures, including the
Chinese [30], [31], Persian [27], Igbo [11], and
Japanese [9], [10]. The Chinese face, for example, is
argued to be a fundamentally more social and positive
concept firmly embedded in relations [32].

This has encouraged a movement to seriously
reconsider Goffman’s notion of face instead of Brown and
Levinson’s, e.g. [33], [34], [35], [20], [29]. Some of
Goffman’s [6] original ideas were ignored in Brown and
Levinson's [8] model, particularly the social, interactional,
and relational aspects of face, which were original
qualities of Goffman's socio-psychological concept of
face. Moreover, it is widely recognized that face work
encompasses more than politeness because it includes a
wider range of various kinds of interpersonal phenomena
than politeness [15], [29], [36]. This move has been
echoed, at least somewhat, in the emergence of other
approaches in which politeness encompasses just one part
of a much larger continuum, including rapport
management theory [37], [38], relational work [34], and
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face constituting theory[33], [39], [40].

However, the return move has its difficulties. Some
researchers argued for reconsidering the recent call for a
return to Goffman’s original notion of face [3], [5] ,[38].
For example, even though Bargiela-Chiappini [5] called
for revisiting Goffman’s face [6], she highlighted that
Goffman’s view was proposed to investigate North
American contexts and so is eventually rooted in
individuals’ concerns about enhancing or protecting their
self-image. Haugh and Bargiela-Chiappini [3] argued that
if we return to Goffman’s face, we could move beyond the
cognition of individuals to the norms shared across
sociocultural groups.

As a result, others have proposed an extension of
Goffman’s face (e.g. [37], [41]). Many researchers admit
that face can be a group-based phenomenon, not just an
individual one. It may reflect on any social group that a
person belongs to and is concerned about, such as one’s
family, neighbourhood, work group, nationality group,
and religious group [13], [14], [23], [38]. The face
constitution of a group member impacts the face
constitution of the other members in the group. A loss, a
threat, or enhancement of any member’s face causes the
same to other group members. In the relevant literature,
the notion of group face has been acknowledged in several
non-Western societies such as the Chinese [31],
Japanese [9], [10], and Igbo [11].

Moreover, several researchers (e.g. [20], [23], [24], [42])
have argued that although face is constituted discursively
in the flow of interaction, an individual has some prior
expectations of how face should be formed, and these
expectations are internal, based on one’s own feeling of
self-worth and understanding of the context of previous
similar encounters. Ho [32] argued that while Goffman’s
notion of face is likely situation specific, the Chinese
concept of face is not. It is related to the person’s position
in their social network and is thus “largely consistent over
time and across situations, unless there is a significant
change in public perceptions of [a person’s] conduct” (p.
274). Indeed, the idea of group face supports the argument
that there are some prior expectations of how interactants
should construct face in a given interaction; thus, face
cannot be the construct of just solo interaction at hand
while ignoring the lines taken previously.

Finally, it is important to note that contemporary
research on face has differentiated between two
complementary levels of analyses: 1) analyses conducted
from the perspective of the participant, i.e. emic; and 2)
analyses conducted from the perspective of the
analyst/outsider, i.e. etic. Consequently, two levels of face
have been identified: Facel, referring to the emic/insider
point of view, and Face2, referring to the etic/theoretical
standpoint [2]. The present study takes an emic
perspective on exploring Facel in Saudi Arabic folk
expressions and does not aim to provide a theoretical
account of Face2. However, it is hoped that the findings
could contribute to Face2 conceptualizations.

2.2. Face in the Arab Nations

Like English, Arabic has only one term for ‘face’, which
is Pal-wazh, and the term ma:? Pal-wazh often refers to
‘face’ in formal idiomatic expressions.’ Other than the
literal meaning of the face as the front part of the head, it
may figuratively refer to the front part or beginning of
things (e.g. a building’s face) or abstract concepts (e.g.
morning’s face). It may also refer to a person or a group as
a whole. Drawing on dictionary meanings and my
knowledge of the idiomatic usage of the face as a native
speaker of Arabic, | conclude that the figurative meanings
of ‘face’ in Arabic primarily involve the concepts of a
person’s or group’s dignity, pride, esteem, and honour.

It was not an easy task to review previous research on
face work in Arab cultures for this paper. There seems to
be very limited research on how face is conceptualized in
Arab interactions. The scarcity of research in Arab cultures
does not mean that face does not have an essential role in
regulating people’s behaviour in the Arab world.

Goffman [6] hinted at the effect of cultural values on
face considerations, so we can assume that the analysis of
face is inseparable from the cultural values that govern a
given community. In her review of cultural communication
patterns in the Arab world, Feghali [43] stated that the
central values in Arab cultures involve collectivism,
hospitality, and honour. Moreover, reputation, respect,
pride, power, religious beliefs, and emotional attachment
to self-image and others’ images all cause individuals in
the Arab nations to consciously and unconsciously attempt
to take care of face in their interactions [44], [45], [46].
Therefore, Arabs have found it difficult to refuse a request
or invitation because they have been obliged to come up
with convincing excuses to save their face and protect the
face of the others [47], [48], [49]. Saudis usually avoid a
direct no in refusals for face consideration reasons [45].
Danielewicz-Betz and Mamidi [46] argued that Saudis
might choose a white lie to enhance an interlocutor's face
and avoid threatening it. Arabs, similar to Chinese [50],
seem to follow this rule in their interaction; everyone
should refrain from losing face and endeavour to maintain
their face in interactions. This can only be achieved by
looking after the other’s face. The maintenance of the
other’s face seems to be an integral part of face work.

Arab cultures, as collectivist nations [51],% emphasize
positive face and connectedness with others [46], [47], [52].
Face is associated with others’ perception that one has
comprehended and acknowledged the structure and
hierarchy of the group. Feghali [43] said that “social life in
the Arab region is characterized by
‘situation-centeredness’, in which loyalty to one’s

1 Itis important to note that although there is only one equivalent of ‘face’
in Arabic, the term has different pronunciations in different dialects of
Arabic, including wash in standard Arabic; wif'in Syria and Egypt; and
waijh in Kuwait and Emirates.

2 The concept of individualism vs. collectivism is an essential part of
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory. Individualism describes the human
characteristic in a way where the individual self is prioritized over a social
institution such as a family or society. Collectivism, meanwhile, describes
the human characteristic such that the social institution or group, such as a
family or even the entire society, is prioritized over the individual.
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extended family and larger ‘‘in-group’’ takes precedence
over individual needs and goals” (p. 352). Bouchara [49],
for example, found that Moroccans tend to adopt more
religious expressions aiming at mitigating the face of both
the speaker and the hearer to emphasize the role of
harmonious personal relationships in building close social
connections. Similarly, Nazzal [53] pointed out that the
maintenance of one’s face (self-image) is the primary
concern in individualistic cultures such as American,
whereas the main concern in collectivistic cultures (e.g.
Arab, Chinese, Japanese) is the maintenance of both the
speaker’s and their addressee’s face. Elarabi [54] found
that face is maintained through in-group identity within
social groups in Modern Tunisian. This understanding
gives rise to the concept of ‘group face’ [38], which seems
to take priority over individual face in Arab societies.

Finally, claims about face in Arab societies must be
treated with caution because evidence about the
constitution of face in Arab nations is still empirically
unexplored. The studies discussed above provided some
insights about face in Arab nations by applying Brown and
Levinson’s model of politeness, which equates face work
and politeness. It seems that their focus was on politeness
strategies and their insights about face were marginal. The
only available studies that deal with the face concept from
a perspective other than Brown and Levinson’s [8] are
Labben [55], [56], which explore face and identity in
Tunisian Arabic. However, Labben [55] stated that “many
Tunisians do not perceive themselves as purely Arab” (p.
102). As a result, we cannot assume that what applies to
Tunisian Arabic would be the same to the other 22 Arab
countries such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and so on.
There is a need for a comprehensive investigation of both
the etic and emic conceptualization of face in several Arab
cultures and contexts.

3. Methods

The corpus in this study includes 89 folk expressions
that explicitly contain the word ‘face’. These expressions
were collected using my knowledge of Arabic as a native
speaker of the language through the observation of
authentic conversations, TV series and programs, Twitter,
and Google. Interestingly, 1 found most of these
expressions in informal use of the language, which
suggests that most of face expressions may be infrequent in
formal uses of language. Space limitations make it
impossible to examine all the collected terms. The data
collected were categorized into main themes reflecting the
main aspects of face in related literature. 1 discuss
representative samples of each category below.

| transcribed the selected face expressions following the
Leipzig glossing rules
(https://iwww.eva.mpg.de/lingua/pdf/Glossing-Rules.pdf).
Accordingly, the selected face expressions were
transcribed in three steps: 1) transliterated using the

International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), 2) morphemically
glossed, and 3) translated into English.

Building on Labben [55] and Sifianou [4], [23], this
study does not explore how facework unfolds in discourse;
rather, it investigates how the emic aspects of face is
conceptualized in folk expressions in Saudi Arabia.
Although my focus is on emic face, | believe that the emic
understandings of face would provide useful insights into
the etic theorization of the concept.

4. Data Analysis and Discussion

The Saudi folk expressions of face use the face as a
body-based metaphor reflecting different beliefs, attitudes,
and emotions. Drawing on data from Saudi Arabic, |
demonstrate that:
® Face can be a group possession as well as an
individual’s possession with group consequences.

®  Face can be both constructed in a given situation and
a pre-existing property (but not static).

® Face can be a reflector of one’s personality as
behaving in accordance with or against societal
norms.

4.1. Group Face and Individual Face

Some expressions show that face may be a group-based
phenomenon rather than just an individual one. The
expressions represent group face in two ways. First, some
of them show that a whole group may have one face, as
stated in the following examples:

1. biwazh 7il-gabi:lah
in-face the-tribe

In the tribe’s face.

2. biwash Pal-Sa:jlah
in-face the-family

In the family’s face.

Saudis use the above examples to show that in-group
members must take care of the social value of the group
they belong to because their actions would affect the
tribe/family face. In addition, the examples can
metaphorically refer to the social position of the
family/tribe leader as the main person in the group whose
responsibility is to protect the whole group face by
behaving themselves according to societal norms and
ensuring that other group members act in conformity with
these norms. The expressions reflect how group face may
be in a higher rank than individual face among Saudis.

Second, other expressions show that the face
constitution of a member of a group impacts the face
constitution of the other group members. This
understanding gives rise to the concept of group face [38],
which seems to take priority over individual face in Arab
societies. Consider the following examples:
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3. wei:n nu-wadi wazh-na: min Zan-na:s
where we-move face-our from the-people

How can we hide our face from the people?

4. ma:l-na wash ne-fiaki:h baSad Pilli sawait-ah
not-have-we  face we-talk-him after that did-you

We do not have face to talk with him after what youve done.

5. sawad-t wazh-na ba-Paffal-ik
blacken-you face-our with-actions-your

You blackened our face with your actions.

6. Pana: sfahajt wa Pan-na:s ta:kil wazh-i

I woke up and the-people eat face-my

I am awake now and people eat my face.

Example 3 is widely used when a group member does
something shameful. For example, a speaker in a TV series
used it to describe how he lost his face because of media
reports about his cousin’s wife’s affair. This shows that the
wife not only lost her face but also caused the loss of the
face of her entire extended family. Such an expression
draws a clear border between the in-group and the outside
world. Moreover, Saudis tend to employ examples 4 and 5
in situations when someone’s behaviour has violated the
expected norms of the community or the broader society.
They reflect shame on individuals and the groups they
belong to indicating negative evaluations of other group
members because of the misbehaviour of only one member.
For example, parents may say the expressions to their child
showing that they lost face as a consequence of their
children misconduct. Example 6 was used by a blogger to
justify his late divorce saying that the people ate his face
because of how his ex-wife behaved and dressed. His face
was threatened as a result of the behaviour of a family
member (i.e. his ex-wife). This example reflects the
importance of group face among Saudis. It can be
concluded that one’s face is connected to the reputation of
the whole group (e.g. family members) and its honour.

[ don’t claim here that the personal/independent value of
face does not exist within the Saudi culture.
Spencer-Oatey [41] explained that face is associated with
both personal/independent and social/interdependent
values. The emphasis of each perspective varies from
culture to culture and even context to context. Autonomy
and imposition issues are regarded as components of the
independent value of face. In fact, one can find concerns
about an individual’s autonomy in Islamic cultures. For
example, in the Islamic norms of seeking permission to
enter one’s house, Prophet Mohammad (peace be upon him)
has said, “When any one of you seeks permission three
times and he is not granted permission, he should come
back.” This shows respect for one’s private space.

The following expression shows how Saudi speakers can
isolate someone’s individual face from other group
members:

7.taraha: bi-wazhik  mob
itis in-face-your not
Itis in your face not in mine.

bi-wazh-i:
in-face-my

The above expression was said by a daughter to her
mother when they were planning for a dinner party. The
mother refused the daughter’s suggestion about the
appropriate quantity of food for the party, so the daughter
isolated her face from her mother’s, showing that she
would not allow her mother’s decision to threaten her face.
This provides further evidence to how the concept of group
face is profound in the Saudi culture as individual’s
decisions would affect other group members.

Although the above discussion shows that group face
may dominate Saudi contexts to some extent, some
discursive researchers have challenged the notion of group
face. For example, O’Driscoll [20] considered group face
problematic because it is unusual for all members of two
or more groups to take part in the same encounter, and if
face exists only in interaction, this condition would be
compulsory for group face to make sense. However, it
seems that we constitute group face by accumulating its
members’ constituted faces in previous interactions. It
thus presents the lines expected to be taken by its
members in future interactions. Moreover, group face
assumes to some extent that face has pre-existing static
aspects generated by several members of the group, as
will be discussed in the following section. Although
O’Driscoll refused the concept of group face, he accepted
that social identity variables including ethnicity and
geographical provenance affect the constitution of one’s
face at any time. These variables identify certain
behavioural expectations that constitute the line one is
assumed to be taking. However, the group face’s effect
may be partial and temporary. We can only assume that it
may influence the expectations of the feelings of both
parties.

4.2. Face as Pre-Existing and Situation-Specific Aspect

In this section, based on Saudi face expressions, | argue
that Saudis conceptualize face as multifaceted. A
distinction is made between face as constructed in the
current interaction (i.e. situation specific) and as
pre-existing phenomenon. Consider the following
examples:
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8. bajad‘a allah wazh-ik
whiten god face- your
God Keeps your face bright.
9. ta:h wash-i
fall face-my
My face fell down.
10. t'ajahit wazh-ah(a:)
I- fall face- his/her
I made his (her) face fell down.
11. lagat” wazh-k
pick up face-your

Pick up your face.

Expression 8, metaphorically meaning ‘well done’, is
widely used in situations in which one behaves according
to societal norms to evaluate situation-specific actions. It
indicates that the behaviour has enhanced face work.
Examples 9, 10, and 11, meanwhile, refer to the loss of face
in a current situation when an act causes feelings of
embarrassment, shame, or guilt. The expressions are
widely used to mean causing loss of face to the speaker’s
own face or their interlocutor’s face. Face-losing
expressions are more frequent than face-saving
expressions in Saudi Arabic, as with the Greek, Japanese,
Chinese, and Korean [23]. However, most expressions do
not directly state “lose face”. The Arabic equivalent of
fagad ma:? Pal-wazh is rather that one either drops face or
one’s face falls. The above examples show that face loss or
enhancement is temporary to the situation.

However, the following expressions show that face can
be a pre-existing entity constituted over time and across
situations. It is an evaluation of an individual’s behaviour
according to or against accepted social norms and traits
reflecting honour, pride, shame, or guilt. Consider the
following examples:

12. ma:l-ah  wazh
not-have-he  face
He is out of face.
13.wain  Zaxabi  wazh-i min Zan-na:s
where I-hide face-my  from  the-people
Where do | hide my face from the people?
14. bi-?ai wazh ra-ga:bil:-ha
with-which  face I-meet-her
With which face | meet her?
15. Pimsah-ha:  bi-wazh-i:
wipe-it in-face-my

Wipe it in my face.

Saudis usually use Expression 12 to show that a person
is out of face from their behavioural histories. For example,
children may not have face to ask their parents to raise their
allowance due to their bad performance in school.
Example 13 shows how a shameful action in the past

impacts one’s face afterwards. In such situations, the
speaker does not remorse a given behaviour or situation by
itself but also worries about the possible effect in the future.
In addition, example 14 shows how behaviour histories
impact one’s status or feeling about themselves. A student
uttered the expression to express her embarrassment
because her instructor caught her cheating. Interestingly,
research has reported equivalent examples to some Saudi
expressions in other languages. For example, Sifianou [23]
reported a similar example to 12 in her investigation of
Greek face expressions, and Nwoye [11] reported an
equivalent example to 14 in his exploration of Igbo face.

Example 15 shows two characteristics of face in Saudi
Arabia. First, it shows how face’s constitution of a group
member impacts the face constitution of the other members
in the group, as discussed earlier. Second, Saudis consider
face a valuable possession that exists before any
conversation and is needed to perform social transactions.
A speaker utters the expression to perform an apology on
behalf of another group member to show regret and request
forgiveness. Employing face increases the sincerity of the
apology because Saudis see it as a pre-existed valuable
possession.

The above examples show that face may be discursively
constructed throughout an interaction and may encompass
issues beyond a particular encounter. This discursive
construction of face goes in line with Werkhofer's [42]
argument that face is not only related to “here and now” but
also connected to “processes that may go on over longer
stretches of time” (p. 176). Interestingly, Goffman [6]
acknowledged this pre-existing facet of face. He explained
that for individuals to maintain face in the ongoing
situation, they must have refrained from certain acts in the
past that would be challenging to face up later. This
conceptualization does not entirely deny the discursive
construction of face but stresses the argument that what is
co-constructed at the moment also draws from previous
encounters and socio-cultural resources accessible to
interactants [4], [33], [57]. When interactants act at any
moment, they usually make use of their socio-historical
knowledge and assess which facets of their multifaceted
face are relevant to the current situation. I can interpret this
view by referring to Spencer-Oatey's [38] distinction
between identity face, which is situation-specific and
highly vulnerable, and respectability face, which is
pan-situational and refers to the honour, prestige, or good
reputation that a social group or an individual holds and
claims within a community. The pre-existing face is also
supported by using face as a mirror of personality in Saudi
folks, as discussed below.

4.3. Face as a Reflector of Personality

In some face expression, it seems that Saudis may
consider face as the entryway to an individual’s personality.
One can understand many things about the inner workings
of a person through his/her face, such as one’s lack of
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shame or capacity for shame. Consider the following:

16. wazh-ah maysu:l bi-marag
face-his washed by-broth
His face is washed by broth.
17. wazh-ah wa gifa:h wahid
face-his and back-his one
His face and back are the same.
18. bu: wazh-i:n
father Face-two
He has dual faces/ two faces.
19. fla:n fla: wazh-ah
person on face-his

A person is on his/her face.

Examples 16 and 17 are an overall assessment of a
person as totally shameless and, hence, capable of any
imaginable disgraceful act. The examples imply that a
person has no face to care about it. Example 18 is used in
Saudi culture to describe a person as viperous. | found the
example in a newspaper article. The expression describes a
person as having two personalities, i.e. two-faced, and that
the face (personality) the person demonstrates does not
reflect his/her real personality or intentions. Depending on
the context, the last one (19) functions either as a
compliment meaning a kind-hearted person or as a
put-down to mean a stupid person.

Saudis use these expressions to describe someone’s
personality based on their negative or positive dispositions
towards others in previous experiences, which provides
evidence that face is conceptualized as a pre-existing entity
by Saudis rather than just discursively negotiated in an
interaction, supporting Spencer-Oatey's [38] respectability
face. Moreover, these expressions mostly reflect negative
qualities of personality rather than the positive. This
provides evidence that the default situation among Saudis
is to see face as a mirror of one’s dignity, shame, honour,
and esteem, so only if one loses or threatens face this is a
negatively salient act meant to attract attention.

5. Conclusion

The analysis supports the argument that face is not only
an image discursively constructed in the interaction but
also an individual’s or group’s valuable property that can
change across interactions. Moreover, face seems more
oriented to in-group relationships than to individual
autonomy. Saudis probably use face expressions to express
evaluative judgments made by individuals showing that
they are behaving by or against societal norms reflecting
honour, pride, shame, or guilt. Like Greek, face in Saudi
Arabia is generally a personal/group possession
constructed based on accepted social behaviours or a set of
norms and values which are presumed to exist in the
society and people should follow. Face is enhanced by

maintaining group and cultural values such as collectivism,
honour, and religion. Behaving according to these values
maintains face, whereas violating them threatens it. The
degree of commitment to these values mainly determines
group membership.

Due to the unavailability of a large spoken Arabic
corpora, | cannot make claims regarding the frequency of
use of the face expressions beyond my observations as a
native speaker of Arabic. Future research should explore
the frequency of the face expressions in different varieties
of Arabic from both intracultural and cross-cultural
perspectives.
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