


From Narcissism to Face Work: Two Views
on the Self in Social Interaction1

Anssi Peräkylä
University of Helsinki

Through the analysis of conversational interaction and clinical notes,
this article develops conceptual linkages between the Goffmanian con-
cept of face and the psychoanalytic and psychiatric understandings of
narcissism. Self-cathexis—the investment of libidinal emotion to the
image of self—is a key issue both for Goffman and in psychoanalytic
studies of narcissism. For Goffman, the self and its cathexis are inher-
ently fragile interactional achievements, whereas for psychoanalysts
such as Kernberg and Kohut, they are relatively stable intrapsychic
structures. An application of Goffman’s theory to narcissistic person-
ality disorders suggests that pathological narcissism involves the iso-
lation of the person’s self-image from interactional practices and a
consequent inability to benefit from face work in ordinary social en-
counters. Clinical experience suggests revisions to the theory of face
work: there is a biographical continuity in a person’s experience of face,
and successful participation in face work is made possible by the psy-
chic capacity of playful orientation to one’s own and others’ narcissistic
illusions. Such playful orientation is manifested through the interac-
tional practices of role distancing.

The place of psychological considerations—of individual personality, mo-
tivations, and emotions—in Erving Goffman’s interactional theory remains
unclear and disputed. Goffman himself was ambiguous. In the introduction
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to Interaction Ritual, he pointed out that “the proper study of interaction is
not the individual and his psychology, but rather the syntactical relations
among the acts of different persons” ðGoffman 1967, p. 2Þ. However, he also
maintained that in the study of interaction, amodel of “general properties” of
individual actors is needed. But while “psychology is necessarily involved,”
it is psychology of a particular kind: “one stripped and cramped to suit the
sociological study of conversation, track meets, banquets, jury trials, and
street loitering” ðp. 3; see also, e.g., Goffman 1956, pp. 269–70Þ.
While Goffman was inexplicit about the content and the place of this

“stripped and cramped” psychology, his commentators have seen it in quite
different ways. Thus, Schegloff ð1988Þ criticized Goffman for being analyt-
ically imprisoned by his engagement with the psychology of individual ac-
tors: Goffman’s “perduring entanglement with ‘ritual’ and ‘face’ kept him in
the psychology” ðp. 94Þ. This impeded Goffman from the investigation of
“syntactical relations between acts” in their own right. Lerner ð1996Þ saw
Goffman’s engagement with self and face differently, arguing that an ade-
quate analysis of face ðand, hence, of the psychological aspects of interactionÞ
could be brought about by the very procedure that Schegloff saw as impeded
by Goffman’s engagement with psychology: by examining the syntactic re-
lations between acts. In Lerner’s eyes, the features of individual psychology,
for example, feelings attached to self, are produced through “courses of ac-
tion in interaction.” Lerner investigated a particular course of action, antic-
ipatory completion of a coconversationalist’s utterances, as a means of avoid-
ing disagreement and the problems with face that it entails. The description
of courses of action constitutive of face and self has been extended by May-
nard and Zimmerman ð1984Þ and Heritage and Raymond ð2005Þ.
In this article, I take up the psychology of individual actors in interaction.

I do this by exploring linkages between a Goffmanian analysis of interac-
tion and psychoanalytic psychology—thereby engaging with psychology
more than earlier commentators on Goffman have done. The meeting point
between psychology and the study of interaction is in Goffman’s concept of
face, denoting the positive value of self, which I argue encapsulates some of
the phenomena that in psychoanalytic psychology and contemporary psy-
chiatry are referred to as narcissism. I argue that Goffmanian theorizing
about face can benefit from an engagement with psychoanalytic and psy-
chiatric understandings of narcissism and that psychoanalytic theory re-
garding narcissism can benefit from an engagement with a Goffmanian the-
ory of face.
In the text that follows, three different perspectives on the relationship

between Goffman’s concept of face and a psychoanalytic understanding of
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narcissism are intermingled. In a historical perspective, I suggest that there
is a connection in the emergence of these two lines of research on self that
has so far been neglected. In a contrastive perspective, I highlight the basic
differences regarding the constitution of self between Goffmanian and psy-
choanalytic lines of research. In a constructive perspective, I show ways in
which the two understandings of self can still mutually elaborate each other.
The main import of the article lies in the contrastive and the constructive
perspectives, rather than in the historical one.
While the primary thrust of this article is theoretical, two sorts of empiri-

cal materials are included by way of elaborating and concretizing the theo-
retical argument: a fragment of ordinary conversation and excerpts from
clinical notes stemming from the psychoanalytic treatment of a patient with
fragile self-experience.
The line of research that has emerged from Goffman’s work is vast and

divergent, and that emerging in the psychoanalytic tradition is even more so.
In discussingGoffman,my anchor point ismostly the conversation analytical
lineage arising from his seminal work. In discussing psychoanalytic con-
ceptions of self, I start by engaging with Otto Kernberg’s and especially
Heinz Kohut’s influential theories of narcissism. When discussing the pos-
sibility of mutual elaboration between Goffman and psychoanalysis, I will
move my anchor point to the more recent tradition of relational psycho-
analysis. Many important psychoanalytic conceptualizations of narcissism,
such as those by Stolorow ð1975Þ, Etchegoyen ð1985Þ, and Green ð2002Þ, go
beyond the scope of this article.

A NEGLECTED CONNECTION

A short passage in Goffman’s famous essay On Face Work ðGoffman ½1955�
1967, p. 6Þ catches the eye: “A person tends to experience an immediate
emotional response to the face a contact with others allows him; he cathects
his face; his ‘feelings’ become attached to it.”What Goffman calls face is the
positive social value a person claims for himself in interaction, a value that
the cointeractants ratify. But what does it mean for a person to cathect his
face?
The noun cathexis, from which the verb to cathect is derived, comes from

James Strachey, the English translator of Freud. In referring to the invest-
ment of libidinal energy to objects, Freud used the term Besetzung. The
original meaning of the German word is something like “casting” or “occu-
pation.”Here, as elsewhere, Strachey chose words of Greek origin instead of,
like Freud, using everyday terms. So Besetzung became cathexis, derived
from the Greek word kἁvyiς, which means holding or retention. Cathexis
became the English language psychoanalytic word for referring to the
investment of mental energy to objects.
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Parsons and Shils ðParsons 1951; Parsons and Shils 1951, pp. 68–69Þ took
up the Freudian idea in their social theory, pointing out that for an actor in a
social system, the other actors ðas well as physical or cultural entitiesÞ can be
“objects of cathexis” ðp. 55Þ. The cathexis of objects brings “energy or
motivation” into the social system ðpp. 59 n. 5, pp. 68–69Þ. Cathectic orien-
tation to a situation is constitutive for the actor’s motivation, alongside cog-
nitive and evaluative orientations ðParsons 1951, e.g., p. 7Þ. So, cathexis as an
idea was present in American sociological theory at the time when Goffman
was writing his essay on face work. However, a shift occurred in Goffman’s
usage of this notion: the aspect of cathexis that he addressed was linked not
to other actors but to the person him- or herself. Here, Goffman appears to
be following the train of thought initiated by Heinz Hartmann.
In a text published in 1950—five years before Goffman’sOnFaceWork—

Heinz Hartmann, who was a leading proponent of American ego psychol-
ogy, formulated an idea of self-cathexis ðHartmann ½1950� 1964Þ. Hartmann
was echoing and elaborating Freud’s ð½1914� 1957, p. 75Þ idea of the “original
libidinal cathexis of the ego,” that is, a child’s primary love of herself, from
which the love directed to other people is later given off. Not only other
people or ideas can receive cathexis, but also the person him- or herself can
become cathected. “The opposite of object cathexis is . . . cathexis of one’s
own person, that is, self-cathexis.” While also discussing the conceptual dif-
ference between ego and self in ways that are not directly relevant for this
article, Hartmann proceeds to define narcissism through the idea of self-
cathexis: “We define narcissism as the libidinal cathexis . . . of the self”
ðHartmann 1964, p. 127Þ. Hartmann’s idea was soon picked up by the two
perhaps most influential psychoanalytic theorists of narcissism in the dec-
ades to come, Otto Kernberg and Heinz Kohut, who, in spite of their deep
disagreements ðsee Ornstein 1991Þ, shared the idea of self-cathexis.
So in 1955, whenOnFaceWorkwas published, the term self-cathexiswas

present. Goffman will have been well aware of his choice of words. Substi-
tuting the unspecific concept of “feelings” to the psychoanalytic idea of
“libido,” he paraphrased his key idea very much the same way as the psy-
choanalyst of the time paraphrased self-cathexis, as he wrote that “what the
person . . . invests his feelings in is an idea about himself” ðGoffman 1967,
p. 43Þ. For Goffman, self-cathexis involves investment of feelings in self.
Kernberg, in his paraphrase of self-cathexis, was to use almost the same
wording in 1975: “I define normal narcissism as the libidinal investment of
the self” ð1975, p. 315Þ.
If some of the key terms in Goffman’s theory of face and the psychoana-

lytic theory of narcissism are almost the same, what can be said about the key
ideas? In what follows, I compare Goffmanian and psychoanalytic under-
standings of face, narcissism, and self-cathexis in three rounds: first, trying to
bring out their deep differences in understanding what psychoanalysts might
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call normal narcissism, second, laying out points of connection by using
clinical case material on narcissistic disorder, and third, discussing the
Goffmanian implications of some more recent ways of thinking about ther-
apy for narcissistic disorders.
Let us, however, start with a data extract derived from ordinary inter-

action. This segment, examined here using conversation analytical meth-
ods ðSidnell 2012Þ, will give us an initial understanding of the phenomenon
to be investigated.

BEING A HEDONISTIC EATER

Two middle-aged sisters, Jaana and Tuula, are having coffee at Tuula’s
house. Earlier during the encounter, they were talking about honey. Right
before the conversation fragment shown in extract 1 ðfig. 1Þ, Tuula told her
sister about a friend of hers, a professional in food who adds sugar in many
kinds of dishes, making them taste better. Jaana now, from line 1 onward,
returns to the benefits of honey. The text of the transcript is presented in
paired lines: above, there is the Finnish original, and below, an idiomatic
English translation ðfor transcription symbols, see the appendixÞ.
At the beginning of this fragment, in lines 1–12, the participants reach

agreement on the good qualities of honey. In lines 1 and 2, Jaana starts an
assessment regarding honey, notably heading toward saying that honey
has benefits beyond those of sugar. Jaana’s utterance here is slightly dis-
affiliative in relation to Tuula’s earlier appreciative story about the friend
who uses sugar in cooking ðnot shown in the dataÞ. The contrast between
honey and sugar is embodied in the turn-initiating “but” ðline 1Þ and in the
emphasis on “honey” in line 2. An agreement regarding honey is never-
theless achieved, and several rounds of accounts and confirmations ensue.
So, in lines 05, 09, and 12, Tuula completes and elaborates the assessment
of honey, as compared to sugar. Jaana receives the completion and ex-
pansions by agreeing in lines 08, 11, and 13.
Now Jaana, in lines 13 and 14, adds another facet to the assessment:

honey is also healthier. Through her lexical choices and prosody, she,
however, gradually backs down from her assessment during its produc-
tion. She starts by marking the assessment as a subjective one ð“in my
opinion”Þ. Different kinds of qualification follow, marking the perspective
as someone else’s ð“it’s . . . supposed to be”Þ and the statement as episte-
mically questionable ð“as if”Þ. Jaana’s voice becomes quieter on the word
“healthier” ðat a point when her gaze reaches Tuula’s gazeÞ; the voice
quality conveys hesitation or uncertainty.
Throughout her utterance, Jaana thus increasingly orients to Tuula’s

anticipated disaffiliation or disagreement. Even though Tuula does not
indicate her disagreement verbally at this point, her face andposture seem to
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FIG. 1.—Extract 1, Tuula and Jaana

450

This content downloaded from 128.214.210.087 on April 06, 2018 02:55:40 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



FIG. 1.—(Continued )
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suggest as much: she looks at Jaana with her chin up, with a neutral face, as
shown in figure 2A.2 After the point of completion in line 14, a silence
follows. Tuula breaths in and withdraws from her postural orientation
toward Jaana ðlines 15–17; fig. 2BÞ. Jaana smiles, gazing at Tuula ðfig. 2BÞ.
In line 18, Jaana adds, as an increment ðSchegloff 1996Þ to her already

completed utterance, another reservation to her assessment, by reexpress-
ing her doubt ðmukamas/supposedlyÞ. Just before the word, she snorts,
withdraws her gaze from Tuula, and then, while talking, tilts her head and
looksatTuula, as itwere, frombelow ðseefig. 2CÞ.This creates the impression
of being apologetic or appealing—but in a light and humorous way.
Up to this point, Tuula’s disaffiliation has been conveyed only through

nonverbal means ðsee fig. 2AÞ, while Jaana has been orienting herself to it in
her utterance design and nonverbal comportment. In lines 19, 20, 22, and 25,
however, Tuula openly disaffiliates with Jaana. Rather than producing the
relevant next action ðsecond assessment regarding honeyÞ, Tuula openly
challenges Jaana by claiming her disinterest in health issues. In doing so, she
refutes the relevance of Jaana’s preceding assessment. Through an extreme
case formulation ðPomeranz 1986; en koskaan/never, mitään/anyÞ, she dis-
tances herself from Jaana’s health concerns in lines 19 and 20 and describes
her own appreciation of good taste in contrast ðline 25Þ. Through this Tuula
presents herself as a hedonist rather than as a health-oriented person.
In lines 28, 29, and 32, Jaana offers a parallel account of her cookinghabits,

claiming in essence that her habits are hedonistic also ðusing “real butter” and
honeyÞ. The account of cooking habits becomes competitive, as Tuula points
out that she also, always, uses real butter ðlines 31 and 33Þ.
In his 1955 essay, Goffman defined face as follows: “The term face may be

defined as the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by
the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact. Face is an
image of self delineated in terms of approved social attributes” ð1967, p. 5Þ.
Face is, thus, a positive image of self that a person claims for him- or herself,
an image of self that gets its ratification from the person’s interaction part-
ners. In the fragment above, Tuula, and after her Jaana, treat hedonistic
eating as a “positive social value” constituting an “image of self delineated in
terms of approved social attributes.” It is also notable that Tuula withdraws
her support from an image of self that Jaana has implied in her earlier
utterance—the image of herself as a health-conscious person.
Face concerns in this fragment thus reach the surface of interaction.

With her disaffiliative account of her cooking habits beginning in line 19,

2Alongside Tuula’s nonverbal expression, knowledge shared by the participants, re-
garding their respective views on food and health, may be involved in Jaana’s antici-
pation of disagreement, but the data do not give us access to that. On speakers moni-
toring visual recipient action, see Goodwin ð1980Þ.
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Tuula puts a “face threatening act” on record, without redress ðsee Brown
and Levinson 1987Þ.

THREE COMPARISONS

Social and Internal Self

In this section, I contrast Goffman’s views of self with those of narcissism
held by two leading psychoanalysts. OttoKernberg’s andHeinzKohut’s first
writings on narcissism originated in the early 1960s. Despite their divergent
accounts, they remain key theorists on the field. I will argue that while both
Goffman and the psychoanalysts are concerned with a person’s ideas, im-
ages, and representations regarding him- or herself, for Goffman, the self is
primarily dependent on situational interaction, while for Kernberg and Ko-
hut, it is anchored in the psychic structure shaped in individual development.
BothKernberg andKohut understand the self as an intrapsychic structure.

For Kernberg, it consists of “multiple self representations and their related
affect dispositions” ð1975, p. 315Þ. These representations reflect “the person’s
perception of himself in real interactions with significant others and in
fantasied interactions with internal representations of significant others”
ðpp. 315–16Þ. The degree to which the self receives libidinal investment
ðresulting in good self-esteem or self-regardÞ is a consequence of biographical
experience and the internal dynamics of the mind—of ego ideals, superego
factors, representations of others, as well as love received from others, grati-
fications, achievements, and the person’s physical health ðpp. 318–20; see also
Kernberg1991Þ. Inhealthydevelopment, libidinal investment of the self ðself-
cathexisÞ and libidinal investment of others ðobject cathexisÞ are separate but
mutually reinforcing; furthermore, libidinal investments and aggressive in-
vestments are integrated.Thus, biographical experience shapes the self and its
cathexis, but the self so shaped is a structure within the individual.
Kohut, while inmanyways disagreeing with Kernberg, shared with him a

view of the self as “a structure within the mind” ðKohut 1971, p. xv; see also
Ornstein 1991Þ. According toKohut, in healthy infancy the child, in response
to inevitable frustrations, assumes a grandiose image of self ðalongside its
counterpart, the image of an idealized parent objectÞ, in an attempt “to save
the originally all-embracingnarcissismby concentratingperfection andpower
upon the self” ð1971, p. 106Þ. Under favorable developmental circumstances,
the archaic grandiose self of childhood gives way to more mature forms of
narcissism characterized by stable self-esteem regulation ðOrnstein 1991Þ.
Importantly, however, within realistic self-esteem regulation, there remain
“infused” traces of the early grandiose self, fueling the individual’s self-regard
and persistence ðKohut 1971, p. 108Þ. Thus, the grandiose self is not given up
butmodified and integratedwith the rest of the psychic apparatus involving a
more realistic conception of the self.

American Journal of Sociology

454

This content downloaded from 128.214.210.087 on April 06, 2018 02:55:40 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



For Kernberg and Kohut alike, the self is then an intrapsychic structure.
Cathexis of the self arises from a lifelong developmental path that is shaped
by the individual’s real interactions with, and internalized images of, her
important fellowmen. While Kernberg and Kohut understand the key chal-
lenges along this path in different ways ðKernberg emphasizing the integra-
tion of aggression and libido,Kohut emphasizing the integration of the archaic
grandiose self and realistic parts of the egoÞ, they still share an overall per-
spective on self-cathexis: while it inevitably involves momentary fluctuations
arising from current experiences with others, it is primarily an outcome of a
lifelong developmental path.
Goffman’s understanding of face shares something with Kernberg’s and

Kohut’s conceptualizations yet is quite different. What Goffman and the
psychoanalysts have in common is a focus on self-representations. Goff-
man refers repeatedly to the “idea” or “image” of self as the core of what he
calls face: “face is an image of self delineated in terms of approved social
attributes” ð1967, p. 5; italics addedÞ, and “what the person protects and
defends and invests his feelings in is an idea about himself ” ðp. 43; italics
addedÞ. We might say that what Goffman is referring to here is similar to
what Kernberg and Kohut refer to when talking about self-representations
and self-images.
However, while for Kernberg and Kohut the images/ideas/representa-

tions/perceptions of self make up an intrapsychic structure, for Goffman
they inhabit the world of interaction out there. Thus, for Goffman, a per-
son’s face “is not lodged in or on his body, but rather something that is
diffusely located in the flow of events in the encounter” ð1967, p. 7Þ: Goff-
man’s “self” is inherently situational and intersubjective, produced and
ratified ðor not ratifiedÞ in social encounters.3

Considering the theoretical background of Goffman’s idea of face and
self-cathexis may help us to see more clearly his original contribution, also
in relation to psychoanalysis. At the time that Goffman published his essay,
the idea of self as being embedded in social interaction was by no means
new. Each in different ways, William James ð1891; see also Leudar and
Thomas 2000, pp. 91–98Þ, George Herbert Mead ð1934; see also Joas 1985,
3Goffman is not ðhere or elsewhereÞ very clear or systematic in his use of concepts. Even
though he offers definitions for “face” ðsee aboveÞ and “self” ðGoffman 1967, p. 31Þ,
he does not clarify the distinction between the two and actually uses the two concepts
almost interchangeably. We might say that “self” refers to a person’s own experience of
himself and others’ experience of him or her more broadly, while “face” refers to the
evaluative aspect of that experience. Both self and face are inherently embedded in, and
produced by, social interaction. Occasionally, Goffman talks about social face or social
self: analytically, this does not seem to add anything to his concepts of face and self, but
rather, the attribute “social” serves as a reminder of the social origin of face and self.
Here, Goffman’s vocabulary is different from James’s ð1891Þ, as for the latter, the social
self was an aspect of the empirical self distinctly different from its two other aspects ðthe
material self and the spiritual selfÞ.
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pp. 105–20Þ, and Charles Horton Cooley ð1902Þ all pointed out that what
the individual experiences and perceives as himself arises from the way in
which he understands that others, in different social contexts, see him and
recognize him. Especially, James emphasized ðas Goffman was to do more
than 60 years after himÞ, the emotional and evaluative ramifications of the
social self. A lengthy citation from the Principles of Psychology illustrates
how deeply Goffman is indebted to James.

A man’s social self is the recognition which he gets from his mates. We are
not only gregarious animals, liking to be in sight of our fellows, but we have
an innate propensity to get ourselves noticed, and noticed favorably, by our
kind. Nomore fiendish punishment could be devised, were such a thing phys-
ically possible, than that one should be turned loose in society and remain
absolutely unnoticed by all the members thereof. If no one turned round
when we entered, answered when we spoke, but if every person we met ‘cut
us dead’ and acted as if we were non-existing things, a kind of rage and im-
potent despair would ere long well up in us, from which the cruellest bodily
tortures would be a relief; for these would make us feel that, however bad
might be our plight, we had not sunk to such a depth as to be unworthy of
attention at all. ðJames 1891, pp. 293–94Þ

Interestingly, Goffman does not refer to James, or Cooley, or Mead, in his
text on face. While the novelty of Goffman’s work was thus not in showing
the social origins of the self, or in pointing out the immense emotional
ramifications that recognition from and by others has, it was he who
powerfully illustrated the fragility and precariousness of the social self. The
self, once formed in a social process, is not a stable construct but something
inherently at risk due to nonrecognition or misrecognition. It is a precious
possession that needs constant vigilance; the Goffmanian “individual is
never secure in an encounter” ðRawls 1987, p. 140Þ.
Consider again extract 1. The ubiquitous insecurity of the participants is

embodied not only in the assessment sequences ðfirst in lines 1–12 and then
beginning in line 13Þ in which the first speaker runs the risk of the other
rejecting her views and not only in the competitive self-descriptions ðlines
19–33Þ but, equally, in the very taking of turns and the production of
utterances, whereby each participant claims being worthy for the other’s
attention ðGoffman 1967, pp. 9–10Þ.
For Goffman, the social constitution of self was not primarily an analyst’s

notion but a “members’ concern” ðon analysts’ and members’ concepts, see
Garfinkel 1967Þ: something that persons in interaction incessantly attend to.
Furthermore, the Goffmanian actor is concerned not only about his or her
own face but also about the cointeractant’s face. Embarrassment, resulting
from the discrepancy between the projected acceptable self and what tran-
spires in interaction, is typically shared by those in presence, “in ever wid-
ening circles of discomfiture” ðGoffman 1956, p. 268Þ. The anxiety for one’s
own and the other’s self penetrates interaction: “By repeatedly and auto-
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matically4 asking himself the question, ‘If I do or do not act in this way, will I
or others lose face?’ he decides at eachmoment, consciously or unconsciously,
how to behave” ðGoffman 1967, p. 36; see also Brown and Levinson 1987,
p. 61Þ.
The momentary fragility of the Goffmanian actor’s self is something that

separates Goffman from the psychoanalytic theorists of narcissism we
have been reviewing. The Kernbergian and Kohutian self as an intra-
psychic structure is something relatively stable: while self-esteem fluctuates
in response to gratifications, acceptance, and rejections received from others
ðKernberg 2010, pp. 257–58Þ, the self and its cathexis are still shaped in
biographical time. The fragility of the Goffmanian self manifests itself more
radically and in a much shorter time span: in the moment-by-moment time
of social interaction.5

So in the psychoanalytic theories under review here, self-experience is
embedded in psychic structure, while in Goffman, the self is momentary and
situational. However, the momentary Goffmanian self is not without struc-
tural embeddedness—but for Goffman, the relevant structures are interac-
tional. “One finds evidence to suggest a functional relationship between the
structure of the self and the structure of spoken interaction” ðGoffman 1967,
p. 36Þ. Unpacking this functional relationship,Rawls ð1987, esp., pp. 137–39Þ
suggests that the ultimate dependency of the self on social interaction places
a fundamental constraint on social interaction, resulting in the indepen-
dency of interaction as an ordered domain of action, separate from larger
institutional structures ðsee also Goffman 1983Þ. Thus, for Goffman, the ex-
istential dependency of the self on social interaction produces a two-way
relation, where the self organizes social interaction, and social interaction
organizes the self.
Brown and Levinson’s ð1987, pp. 65–68Þ theoretical work on politeness

unpacks this further, suggesting that a multitude of conversational actions—
including, among many others, orders, requests, suggestions, advice, re-
minders, compliments, criticism, disagreements ðfor a disagreement, see
extract 1 aboveÞ, news deliveries—involvewhatBrownandLevinson call an
intrinsic face threat to the recipient or the speaker. In performing these ac-

4The word “automatically” that Goffman uses here raises a question about the con-
sciousness attached to the considerations of face. In terms of Freud’s ð½1915� 1957Þ to-
pographic theory, they seem to be preconscious: unconscious in a descriptive sense but
readily retrievable to consciousness, as they are not subject to repression.
5Within the psychoanalytic tradition, it is Erik Erikson who has come closest to a
Goffmanian understanding of the momentary fragility of self. While Erikson is usually
not regarded as a theorist of narcissism, in his discussion of ego identity, he formulates
the process of “communication on the ego level” in terms that come close to Goffmanian
concerns about the dependency of self on social interaction. In such communication,
“each ego tests all the information received sensorily and sensually, linguistically and
subliminally for the confirmation or negation of its identity” ðErikson 1968, p. 220Þ.
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tions ðandmany othersÞ, social actors have to consider the images of self that
their actions project for the actor and for the recipients. Conversation ana-
lytic studies have elaborated some of these practices further, showing how
participants are oriented to concerns of face in choosing topics ðMaynard and
Zimmerman 1984Þ, in displaying their knowledgeability in assessments
ðHeritage and Raymond 2005; for face-related epistemic work in an assess-
ment, see also lines 13, 14, and 18 in extract 1, fig. 1Þ, and in anticipatory
completion of an utterance initiated by a cointeractant ðLerner 1996Þ. There
is no reason to think that the studies thus far have exhausted the interactional
practices and structures that are functionally related to concerns of face.
The notion of self-cathexis is a link between Goffman and psychoana-

lytic theorists of narcissism. But their understandings of the ways in which
self-cathexis is molded are different. The differences are encapsulated in
figure 3. For Otto Kernberg and Heinz Kohut the organization of cathexis
of the self arises from individual development, which is shaped by early
object relations as well as by the internal dynamics of the person. Nur-
turing or traumatizing interactions between a developing person and his or
her most important others facilitate or fail to facilitate the development of
normal narcissism. In adulthood, when the individual is equipped with
mature structures of self and self-cathexis, the ups and downs of interac-
tional relations with others result in phasic fluctuations of self-esteem.
Goffman’s view of the dependence of self on interaction is different. For

him, cathexis of the self arises from real time social encounters: face, or a
person’s image of self, emerges from encounters, and it is ratified, or fails

FIG. 3.—Key differences in the notion of self-cathexis in Goffman and in two psy-
choanalytic theorists

American Journal of Sociology

458

This content downloaded from 128.214.210.087 on April 06, 2018 02:55:40 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



to be ratified, by copresent others. The maintenance of face is a reciprocal
process—my face is dependent on yours, and I work to maintain your face
as well as my own. Rather than being embedded in psychic structure, the
Goffmanian self is embedded in the organization of social interaction.
Therefore, Goffman can depict the social basis of cathexis of the self in this,
we might say, sober way: “while ½a person’s� social face can be his most
personal possession and the centre of his security and pleasure, it is only a
loan to him from society” ð1967, p. 10Þ.
Thus, in both Goffmanian theory and in psychoanalysis ðKernberg and

KohutÞ, social interaction is involved in self-cathexis. The key difference
concerns the temporality of the relevant interaction—whether it is seen in
biographical time ðas in psychoanalysisÞ or in the moment-by-moment
time of a single encounter ðas in GoffmanÞ. In both views, the self and its
cathexis are embedded in structures that have persistence over time. For
Goffman, such structures involve the organization of social interaction,
while for psychoanalysts, the relevant structures concern the enduring
organization of mind.
In the next sections, I discuss a possible rapprochement between these

views; such a rapprochement could lead to fruitful expansions and revi-
sions in both views. Narcissistic personality disorder provides the empir-
ical context for this discussion.

Face and Pathological Narcissism

So far, I have been speaking about “ordinary” narcissistic phenomena: the
cathexis of self that typically developed individuals have. Now, I turn to
individuals whose cathexis of self is somehowdifferent. Through considering
what in psychiatry is called pathological narcissism ðe.g., Pincus and Roche
2011Þ or, in a more narrow and diagnostic sense, narcissistic personality
disorder ðRonningstam 2012; APA 2013Þ, I will add a new layer to the
comparison between Goffman and psychoanalytic theories of narcissism.
Psychotherapeutic and psychiatric texts depict the key features of

pathological narcissism and narcissistic personality disorder in rather
consistent ways. The clinical picture involves a grandiose image of self
and, paradoxically, an endless need to receive acceptance and love ðKohut
1971; Kernberg 1975; APA 2013Þ. There are thus two facets in pathological
narcissism: grandiosity ðalso referred to as overt, oblivious, or thick-skinned
narcissismÞ and vulnerability ðcovert, hypervigilant, or thin-skinned nar-
cissism; Rosenfeld 1987; Akhtar 1989; Gabbard 1989; Wink 1991; Pincus
and Roche 2011Þ. Importantly, the same persons often oscillate between
grandiose and vulnerable self-states ðe.g., Pincus and Roche 2011Þ. Even
though the image of self is at the heart of pathological narcissism, it also has
implications for a person’s relations to others: persons with narcissistic
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