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Introduction
Social interactions are intrinsically complicated due to numerous unforeseeable circumstances. More specifically, the unpredictability of a recipient’s perception of a social message concerning the sender’s intentions demands a high level of awareness in social interactions to recognize unpleasant situations. Such situations include microaggressions, in which biased actions that feel discriminatory are made, or comments that reflect insensitivity or derogatory views concerning the recipient of a message or action (McClure & Rini, 2020). A similarly unpleasant situation is a faux pas, where a person unintentionally insults another due to an ignorance of several crucial aspects of the recipient of the social message (Banerjee et al., 2011). Consequently, both contexts may evoke negative emotional and psychological implications on the recipient. However, microaggressions contain a bias component that is not present in a faux pas, especially depending on the subjective perception of the recipient regarding the social message. This paper attempts to differentiate microaggressions from faux pas situations while touching on why microaggressions can be seen as more than individual infractions.
Microaggressions and how they Differ from Faux Pas
Microaggressions are commonplace, interpersonally communicated, derogatory messages related to a person’s perceived marginalized status (Sue 2010). Microaggressions can be verbal, nonverbal, and environmental, and they can appear in facial expressions, body language, terminology, representation, or remarks (Nordmarken, 2014). These often unconscious and unintentional messages result in the various brief, unthinking slights, snubs, insults, or other indignities, frequently inserted in social interactions (Sue 2010). As such, microaggressions may cause negative consequences that are unseen to many deliverers and recipients, such as reproducing oppression on the interpersonal level (Nordmarken, 2014). As a result, the recipients of microaggressions may suffer cumulative stress and somatic effects similar to those caused by a catastrophically traumatic event (Nordmarken, 2014). Some common consequences include chronic health problems and persistent feelings of alienation, anxiety, anger, depression, fear, hyper-vigilance, fatigue, hopelessness, and/or suicide (Nordmarken, 2014). Nonetheless, microaggressions remain contentious due to conflicting understandings of what qualifies to be a microaggression.
Microaggressions frequently transcend the level of individual infractions. Fundamentally, microaggressions are often associated with active manifestations of derogatory stereotypes (Nordmarken, 2014). As such, they can reflect a perception on the perpetrator’s part that a particular group to which the recipient belongs is inferior in a certain manner. For instance, racial microaggressions directed to an individual may communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults toward people of a certain race (Sue, 2010). Another example illustrated by Nordmarken (2014) entails microaggressions directed towards transgender individuals by addressing them with incorrect gender pronouns, calling them by former names, inquiring about their ‘‘real’’ identity, or explaining their gender identity. Also, microaggressions of people with disabilities may ignore other aspects of the individual’s identity other than their disability (Sue, 2010). Therefore, microaggressions are mostly seen as more than individual infractions since they signify a marginalization of a certain group of individuals.
Faux Pas and how they Differ from Microaggressions
Conversely, faux pas, which is a French word meaning “a false step” (Lee et al., 2010), is a term assigned to social situations in which an individual unintentionally insults another due to a lack of knowledge about a key component of the other person’s beliefs, attitudes or culture (Banerjee et al., 2011). Understanding faux pas entails a complex interplay of the ability to link situational events to emotional states and cognitive representations in the individuals involved in the interaction (Banerjee et al., 2011). From the sender’s perspective, understanding a faux pas situation requires one to recognize its occurrence in the first place and to understand why he/she should not have said what was said (Lee et al., 2010). The recipient, however, should additionally try to understand the mental state of the sender, that is, why he/she said the specific words (Lee et al., 2010). Ultimately, they should both conclude that one character has upset another and recognized that this upset occurred as a result of a poorly informed knowledge/belief state and was therefore not intended (Banerjee et al., 2011).
Although unintentional, faux pas may still have negative consequences. These negative implications are mainly due to an inadequate social insight of the ignorance and lack of intention by the protagonist, making the faux pas on the part of the recipient (Banerjee et al., 2011). Therefore, to mitigate the adverse emotional reactions evoked in a recipient of faux pas, he/she should be able to internalize the sender’s inner psychological state to evaluate the intentions behind the behavior before deciding how to react (Banerjee et al., 2011). As such, an earnestly mature appreciation of others’ perspectives enhances more positive experiences of social interactions, as opposed to a more egocentric perspective where individuals do not attempt to understand the reasons why someone said something (Banerjee et al., 2011). Therefore, a mutual understanding between the individuals in an interaction may mitigate the negative effects induced by a faux pas.
Conclusion on what Separates Microaggressions from Faux Pas
Therefore, the difference between microaggression and faux pas mainly rests on the derogatory aspect implied in microaggression due to a perception of the recipient’s marginalized status. While faux pas is an unintentional insult due to an ignorance of certain aspects of an individual, microaggressions reflect derogatory perceptions of certain groups, thus being seen as more than individual infractions. For instance, if I call a transgender individual a “tranny”, I can be considered a perpetrator of microaggression if I knew, before that conversation, that “trann” is a derogatory term, and my use of the word, therefore, reflects my belief that transgender individuals are inferior to non-transgender people. However, if I had no prior information that the word “tranny” is derogatory, the same situation can be seen as an unfortunate faux pas. Nonetheless, both instances are likely to result in the transgender individual feeling insulted. As such, both faux pas and microaggressions may lead to adverse psychological and emotional consequences that can be avoided by increasing our awareness during social interactions. Consequently, we all need to acknowledge how certain preceding situations could lead to an individual’s emotional state, as well as how another character without information about those preceding situations could form inaccurate cognitive representations of the first individual’s emotional behavior (Banerjee et al, 2011).
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