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“She gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate…The serpent tricked me, and I ate”…the dog ate my homework…I was just following orders…I was stuck in traffic…I was too sick to write the paper…I was temporarily insane: as ancient and as varied as humanity, excuses are a mainstay in interpersonal responses to failure (Genesis 3.12-13).   That they were ostensibly offered in response to the first human failure only emphasizes their significance in interpersonal communication.  In fact, recent research has shown that people are more inclined to offer excuses than any other type of account for their actions in failure situations (McLaughlin 222).  However although examples of excuses abound, especially considering the recent corporate scandals, people often discount their role in interpersonal communication.  Yet it is only by considering the motivation for, methods behind, and manifestations of excuses that one will understand their surprisingly important function in interpersonal communication.   Such an examination reveals that these underappreciated entities help repair one’s desired image of self partly by suggesting a connection between the actor and reproacher.


The desire to save face is the motivation for excuses; therefore before one can truly understand excuses, one must understand the concept of “face.”  A consistent image of the self that every individual creates and projects during interpersonal communication, face has two components: the positive and the negative face (Buttny 71).  Also known as one’s personality or consistent self-image, positive face denotes the favorable image of self interactants claim during communication while negative face encompasses their basic claim to personal space, privacy, autonomy, territory, and in general, freedom of action (Buttny 71; McLaughlin 211).  Because peoples’ faces are continually being modified, constructed, and potentially destroyed during interactions, they can be threatened at any point by one’s own or another’s words and actions (Buttny 71).  The fact that another interactant can affect one’s face implies a co-constitutive relationship, which is important in the formation and acceptance of excuses (as elucidated below).  Equally important is the realization that in attempting to meet a threat to one face, a person can endanger the other face (e.g. if I were to offer an excuse for the current messiness of my room I would counter the threat it offers to my positive face as a tidy individual but I would threaten my negative face’s claim to privacy).  Regardless, by challenging or contradicting one’s consistent face, threats necessitate some form of remedial work (Buttny 71).  This remedial effort is a part of the larger category of facework, which encompasses every action an individual makes to align whatever he is doing with his consistent face (Petronio 29).  According to Goffman, facework serves to counteract “events whose effective symbolic implications threaten face” by restoring for others a consistent impression of self (Petronio 29).   It is in this attempt to restore our consistent, favorable self-image that we employ excuses, which ideally negate unfavorable impressions of inconsistency or culpability.


Hence it is by virtue of their position as accounts that excuses manipulate meaning in interpersonal communication. “Common-sense ascriptions about the evaluative significance and responsibility for one’s actions,” accounts arise in part from our human need to discover or express the reason for an action or event (Buttny 67; Tata 609).   Functioning “as a corrective mechanism for meaning in human communication systems,” an account is “a linguistic device employed whenever an action is subjected to valuative inquiry” (Buttny 67; McLaughlin 102).  As such, accounts attempt to reframe or reorganize the discrediting or unfavorable aspects of an event in order “to restore social order as unobtrusively as possible when face loss has occurred” (Metts 152).   However, since we typically consider our words and actions to be self-explanatory, we only use accounts when we feel a need to mitigate or correct unfavorable attributions or impressions of our actions and self-images (Buttny 69).  Thus implicitly acknowledging a sense of failure, accounts attempt to assign responsibility for a negative event in an important interpersonal “ritual” of accounts sequencing whereby one either apologizes for, denies, justifies, or offers an excuse for the failure situation (Metts 152).  Importantly the occurrence of a problematic event makes an account “conditionally relevant” such that if it were not forthcoming its absence would be noticed and ascriptions made (Buttny 75-76).  Taken together, these two statements [of a ritualistic conditionally-relevant phenomenon] suggest that accounts constitute an established pattern of connection and meaning in interpersonal communication.  

However, accounts are generally considered acceptable only if they are deemed sufficient to qualify, redefine, or explain the problematic occurrence.  Although sufficiency depends on personal and relational characteristics that include perceived motives, background knowledge, perceptions of the act and perceived intentions, people are nevertheless predisposed to accept accounts, even apparently insufficient ones, to maintain a threatened relationship (Buttny 72-73).  In turn this relational emphasis is very important in the use of excuses, as discussed below.  Hence if one were to conceive of interpersonal communication as a Word Document, accounts would be the “Spell Check” that notices and attempts to correct or modify errors in the punctuation or content of the communication.  In other words, accounts impact the meaning and very essence of interpersonal communication by reorganizing and reevaluating our symbolic interactions.  


Important for their work in maintaining face, excuses are a surprising appealing and complex type of account.  Generally based upon easily-accepted “common-sense recipe[s] for explaining action which everyone knows,” excuses are statements that implicitly acknowledge the negative character of an event while denying the actor had full responsibility, or more accurately culpability, for said event (Buttny 80).  Although no necessary relationship exists between the account an actor proposes and his or her real attribution of the cause for the event, excuses typically implicate an external, unavoidable environmental/situational cause for the negative occurrence (Tata 608; Weber 617).  Uniquely, the fact that with excuses no necessary correlation exists between one’s unstated and stated attributions for an event allows one to maintain one’s negative face while repairing one’s positive face; for instance, I could protest that my room is messy because I have been both sick and busy, which are non-threatening external causes, while believing privately and silently that it is because I am just lazy, an internal face-threatening attribution.   Conversely justifications and denials implicitly threaten the other interactant’s face by suggesting a deficiency in understanding or interpretation of the events, which intensifies and perpetuates the threat to their continued communication and relationship.  Thus this contrast suggests that excuses are a less-threatening accounting option.  Equally as important for understanding the appeal of excuses is the knowledge that with the exception of apologizes, excuses are the most effective accounts in reducing penalties, neutralizing negative evaluations, reducing aggression and anger, helping resolve disputes, and decreasing the “perceived seriousness of the offense” (Dunn 372).  Considering that people generally are anxious to repair the social fabric while avoiding opprobrium and that we often consider apologies in and of themselves to be a threat to face because we equate them with failure and remorse, apologizes are a problematic accounting option (McLaughlin 223).  Hence, if one is attempting to repair one’s face, excuses might appear to be the most efficacious and palatable account option.
Although we tend to solely differentiate between legitimate and “mere excuses” (i.e. sufficient and insufficient accounts respectively), excuses actually have more nuances and manifestations than these two overarching classifications.  McLaughlin notes four main types of excuses: appeals to biological drives (e.g. boys will be boys), appeals to accidents (e.g. I didn’t mean to drop the red punch on your white carpet!), scapegoating (e.g. the dog tripped me and so I knocked over the vase), and appeals to defeasibility (e.g. I was just too sick to get all my work done) (208-09).  Like the related excuse whereby one recites misfortunes to demonstrate temporary inability to meet expectations, the fact that we expect others to see and accept the “common-sense” aspect of these excuses implies that excuses rely on a shared sense of expectations and connection.  In fact, presupposing both the negative character of an event and the actor’s apparent responsibility, excuses do assume that both interactants share the same definition for, and evaluation of, the event in question (Buttny 69; McLaughlin 211).  

This reliance on connection is evident in, and unique to, different excuse forms.  One sees this shared understanding in “projected excuses” wherein the reproacher indicates he expects a denial of responsibility through his offering the actor an acceptable excuse in the form of a question (e.g. asking “was the traffic bad?” when someone arrives late to a meeting) (McLaughlin 215).  Naturally, the actor generally responds with a related answer (e.g. “yes, actually there was a traffic jam”), which shows that both people possess and depend upon this sense of connection to maintain equilibrium in their interpersonal communication.  Similarly, shorthand encapsulations of one’s practical reasoning, formulaic excuses function enthymematically to elicit a sense of acceptance and emotional connection from the other interactant.   For instance, by responding to the reproach “I haven’t heard from you lately” with the formulaic excuse “it has been a busy few weeks,” I invite the other person to reflect on a similarly busy time in his life and to thus understand that I am essentially a good person who is not really responsible for not contacting him.  By implication, I indicate I would accept a similar excuse from him in the future.  Consequently, excuses simultaneously reaffirm and repair the interactants’ sense of connection that is potentially damaged in and by the initial threat to face of the negative event. 

Not “worthless,” excuses are much more than the Oxford English Dictionary definition of “a plea in extenuation of an offence.”  Mechanisms for restoring one’s “face” or self-image in failure situations, excuses simultaneously depend on and reaffirm interpersonal connections.  Thus, they are vital to the production and control of meaning in interpersonal communication and consequently in life in general.  
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