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Abstract: the author analyzed the face problem in the context of consumption and probed it’s essence and mechanism from the perspective of identity management. Through analysis, the author considered that Chinese people’s pattern of identity management is the external objective one based on relation-oriented self concept. This pattern determines that individuals pay more attention to significant others’ evaluation on themselves and goods’ influence on the formation of identity with others. Thus commodities and consumption are important tools and ways with and by which Chinese people implement identity management. With the development of society and continuous consolidation of Chinese’s self concept, the characteristic of Chinese people’s identity management is also changing. However, the face problem will still exist and influence Chinese’s consumption unless the relation-orientedness of Chinese culture and society fade away.
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1. Preface

Chinese and foreign researchers have studied the problem of face from various angles of view since Ho began to investigate it for the first time in 1944. These studies are generally divided into three genes, which are respectively based on social psychology (Goffman, 1967), theories of politeness (Brown, Levinson 1978, 1987; Hotgaraves, 1990; Spencer, Oatey, 2002) and the concept of relation (Wang, Yang 2005).
The phenomenon of face exists in many social fields and is especially outstanding in consumer ones. Chinese people pay more attention to social impact of their selection and consumption than westerns. The so-called face is the show of this kind of social impact. Showing and saving face by means of various goods has been extensive phenomena in Chinese society and also become a kind of basic norm influencing Chinese people’s interpersonal interactions. Thus face has become an important factor influencing Chinese people’s decision related to consumptions. Although some Chinese researchers have put forward some viewpoints related to Chinese people’s face and consumptions (Lu et al., 2004). Lu and his colleagues suggested that Chinese people’s consumption of face includes four types which focus respectively on personal emotion, personal utility, social emotion and commercial utility. As a whole, these researchers made descriptive analysis on the factor of face and have not touched the essential mental mechanism which dominates Chinese people’s information-processing and decision-making activities.
2. Identity and face

Although early researches on face were related to Chinese and Chinese culture, subsequent researchers agreed that this phenomenon also exists in other countries and is not only the derivative of collectivist culture in Asia (Lebra, 1976; Pharr, 1989; Ho, 1976), but a common concept in all kinds of culture. Many researchers have put forward some valuable points on face revelatory for future researches on the relation between face and consumption.

The essence of face

As for the essence of face, Goffman (1967) suggested that face is a kind of social positive value which individuals call for and successfully gain from others and the latter consider they should acquire in the context of specific social interactions. Ho (1976) considered that face is a kind of respect, which is an individual acquire from others because of his/her position in social network, proper roles played by him/her or activities and personal integrity admitted by others. One’s acquired face lies on the correspondence between his/her behavior and social reputation and close others’. Face is also a kind of mutual conformity and respect, which are expected to get and be ready to reciprocate, in the context of interpersonal interactions. Spencer-Oatey (2000, 2002) divided face into two facets which would influence each other. Essential facet of face (all the people have a kind of basic desire for hoping others could give them positive appraisals according to their own characters such as ability and looking. Essential facet of face is related to personal character and values which are also closed with personal feeling of self-respect), and facet of face based on social identities (all the people have a kind of basic desire for expecting others to know and support their own social identities and roles. This kind of face is related to one’s roles in society/group and close with people’s perceived public values). Thus face is a kind of complex social psychological phenomenon which involves not only personal subjective judgments, but objective appraisal from others and society.
Personal face is usually influenced by others and society. Ting-Toomey (1998) brought forward to a model of face-negotiation and considered that face is influenced by specific relation situation. Influenced by relation-oriented culture, Chinese people define their self-concept based on all kinds of relation, and the development of individuals also depends on social network to a great extent. Thus Chinese individual may be thought of as the congregation of relation. This way of definition would result in Chinese people’s highly importance attached to their roles in social network, social norms related to roles and others’ appraisals on them. Chinese people’s feeling of self-respect and honor is usually extraneous to a great extent and inevitably influenced by the change of relation situation.
The mechanism of face: management of identity

Face originates from individuals’ self image which is faint and positive (Wang, Yang 2005). When the possible characters, which people use to define and describe themselves, are not consistent with clues which are about feedback from environment, people usually have specific feeling that they gain or lost face and solicitate a serial of emotion and activities (Wang, Yang 2005). We can conclude that the definition of self is the prerequisite for an individual’s feeling of face. Chinese people’s self view is relation-oriented and different from Western’s. This kind of self view leads to the important status of others and social norms in Chinese people’s cognitive system. Chinese people will feel gaining or losing face after that they compare their anticipation of others’ appraisal of their character and relation between each another with others’ real reaction and social norms. If the result of comparison is balanced, Chinese people will feel keeping ace, on the contrary they will feel losing face(when the result is negative) or gaining face(when the result is positive) as shown in fig. 1. The author only brings forward to such a theoretical model because of limited time and will test it positively in the context of consumer decision in the future.
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Fig. face and social interaction

Because the phenomenon of face happens in the process of social interaction and comparison, we use the concept of identity to represent a kind of mechanism by which face comes into being in Chinese society. That is to say, Chinese people’s face arise from their process of identity with close others, and how to deal with the problem of face depends on an individual’s adjustment to identity. Identity also arises from comparison. Both similarity and difference are two facets of identity. Thus identity could be defined as an individual’ positioning himself/herself and his/her relation with others. Western’s identity is constructed based on an individual’s independent personality and self concept, but Chinese identity based on all kinds of relation.
On the other hand, identity also reflects the degree to which an individual recognizes his/her present status in social network. Chinese people decide if they recognize their present status from a relation-related angle of view, and the feedback form significant others is important prerequisite of individuals’ feeling of identity. If others’ feedback is indifferent, Chinese people are easy to suspect and be unpleased with their present status and further be in a nervous and anxious condition. So called problems such as losing face, which happen in the process of Chinese people’s social interaction, are actually that Chinese people are anxious about their existence and development in the present and future society after facing significant others’ indifferent reaction.
3. The problem of face and Chinese people’s consumption decision

The character of Chinese people’s identity adjustment: extraneous and objective adjustment based on relation-oriented self

The construction and development of identity is an important factor which could influence individuals’ socialization. An individual need select, maintain, create and manage his/her identity in his/her daily social activities(Fornas, 1995). Excellent and positive identities need to be maintained, expressed and disseminated, and negative ones need to be avoided, concealed or resisted. Identity management will differ from culture to culture, and the difference is mainly related to facet of identity. 
Identity includes internal and external facets during the process of social interaction(Wang, 2001). Internal identity means individuals’ subjective self-identity, and external one means individuals’ categorization and appraisal decided by social norms and others. Hence, individual identity involves one person’s self image(i.e. how I look at myself) and public image(i.e. how they look at me or my image in others’ mind)(Goffman, 1968,1969). That is to say, an individual’s self image is personal internal identity, and his/her public image is personal external identity with which a society endues him/her according to a principle of categorization.
Besides internal and external facets, personal identity also includes subjective and objective facets. Subjective facet of identity is the one that people are aware of and is of subjectivity. Objective facet of identity are some objective characters, symbols and indication such as complexion, dialect, habits, custom, lifestyle and behavior which embody and display an individual’s social identity. Objective facet of identity is not arbitrary, thus it could become a kind of perceived clue which might disclose people’s social identity. Objective facet is not only the symbol by which subjective facet could be displayed, but the objective reference by which social classification could be accomplished. On the one hand, people will express, disseminate and exchange their identities by means of objective symbols (for example, Benz is the symbol with which social elite express identities within this class.) on the other hand, people could classify others and appraise them by means of some objective symbols and implicit observation (for example of consumers’ collecting Harley Motor). The existence of objective identity makes it possible that people can disseminate and express their identity by means of nonverbal interactions and classify roughly others’ identities and status in order to feed back properly. The existing forms of objective identity are various, including people’s language, clothing, foods, music, regular circle, housing, and so on. It follows that goods and consumer behavior are important symbolic tools with which people express self and social identity. They are important inscape of people’s objective identity.
Chinese people’s understanding of identity is also relation-oriented because they define self based on interpersonal relation(Sun, 2004). On the other hand, Chinese culture includes the social ethical system, whose core element is courtesy, and mundane consumption culture which pays more attention to people’s basic necessities of life. However, China’s religious culture superior to mundane affairs is clearly undeveloped. Specific way of defining self and cultural pattern lead to Chinese people’s overmuch attention paid to their external and objective facet of identity during the process of their identity adjustment. That is to say, Chinese people pay attention to appraisal on themselves from society(especially significant others in their relation network) and the effect of  material things on the construction of self identity. In recent years luxurious consumption related to funeral and interment prevails in certain regions of China. This phenomenon actually reflects a kind of purposive identity adjustment. Consumers hope to show their success in playing the role of dutiful son to others by means of this kind of specific consumption and even their richness. Thus they could acquire a kind of feeling of respect and honor by this way. However, their subjective identity with decedents based on blood relationship and affection is secondary. This kind of identity adjustment reflects a kind of abnormal consumption.
The problem of face during Chinese people’s consumption

Commodities and consumption are important factors influencing the formation, creation, maintenance and management in modern society. People’s decision on what to consume and how to consume reflect their viewpoints on them and their relation with significant others and the degree to which they recognize their social roles and status. Thus identity becomes the important objectives and criterions of consumption.
Accordingly, Chinese people go in for relation-oriented identity and the object of identity adjustment is the external and objective facets. Chinese people pay more attention to positive appraisal from society and significant others and are inclined to construct identity with others and transmit the feeling of identity by means of material objects. This pattern of identity adjustment is the main factor leading to the phenomenon of face during Chinese consumers’ decision. This is because one need consider others’ feeling and reaction when maintaining his/her relation with others in Chinese society. Hence, identity adjustment is not an individual task, but one involving both sides. On the other hand, the external and objective facets of identity are more orderly, formal and obligatory than internal and subjective ones, namely systematical rules and pattern of identity(Fornas, 1995). One will acquire positive appraisal and further self-esteem and honor if conforming to these orders, whereas he/she will risk getting stigma. This stigma is so called losing face in Chinese words. This system of identity related to role norms, behavior rules and image is defined as a frame of identity(Wang, 2001). Actually, the frame of identity is a serial of rules related to identity, which is recognized by most people in society. It provides the guide for Chinese people on how to properly ask for and confer good reputation in every person’s network.
We can find that there exist many obligatory and normative consumer activities in some kinds of specific situation such as wedding ceremony, funeral and holiday. For example, cigarette and liquor of some level must be consumed in wedding ceremony, and the amount of cash gift should be matching to the relation between both sides. If one of both sides does not act on the related frame of identity according to the quality of relation during these activities, it means that he/she does not give necessary face to opposite side and this will easily result in conflict between both sides. Because Chinese people pat attention to reciprocity, one, who is not well done in dealing with face, will be also possible to risking losing face in similar situations and his/her social image will be possible to deteriorate in the future and get a stigma. Thus, Chinese people will select proper objects to externalize and objectify their identity with others according to the developing level of relation and criterion of reciprocity in order to get a stigma, even if the price of above objects goes beyond their level of income. This kind of behavior could embody Chinese people’s ability to conducting themselves well and maturity. However, it is also easy to result in people’s consumption only for face. This is a kind of abnormal consumption. Some idioms such as “puff oneself up to one's own cost”, “More nice than wise” and so on vividly depict Chinese people’s internal psychological activities stemming from relation-oriented identity.
In sum, people’ consumption goes with the construction and maintenance of self identity. The core element and form of the frame of identity are also undergoing change when the society is developing. Some idea such as ancestor worship and fealty are core elements of the frame of identity recognized by majority in traditional phase of Chinese society. However, the idea of consumerism is becoming more and more outstanding in modern China because people pay more and more attention to material well-being. The primary core of the frame of identity is replaced by many more modern elements such as fortune, self-concept and creativity. All kinds of social transformation lead to the complication of Chinese people’s frame of identity. This complication may result in some new changes of Chinese people’s problem of face and provide some important material on face for our research.
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