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TWO

Qtudies of the routine grounds
of everyday activities

The problem

For Kant the moral order “within” was an ‘awesome mystery;
for sociologists the moral order “without” is a technical mystery.
From the point of view of sociological theory the moral order con-
sists of the rule governed activities of everyday life. A society’s
members encounter and know the moral order as perceivedly nor-
mal courses of action—familiar scenes of everyday affairs, the
world of daily life known in common with others and with others
taken for granted.

They refer to this world as the “natural facts of life” which, for
members, are through and through moral facts of life. For mem-
bers not only are matters so about familiar scenes, but they are so
because it is morally right or wrong that they are so. Familiar
scenes of everyday activities, treated by members as the “natural
facts of life,” are massive facts of the members’ daily existence
both as a real world and as the product of activities in a real world.
They furnish the “fix,” the “this is it” to which the waking state re-
turns one, and are the points of departure and return for every
modification of the world of daily life that is achieved in play,
dreaming, trance, theater, scientific theorizing, or high ceremony.
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In every discipline, humanistic or scientific, the familiar common
sense world of everyday life is a matter of abiding interest. In
the social sciences, and in sociology particularly, it is a matter of
essential preoccupation. It makes up sociology’s problematic sub-
ject matter, enters the very constitution of the sociological attitude,
and exercises an odd and obstinate sovereignty over sociologists’
claims to adequate explanation.

Despite the topic's centrality, an immense literature contains
little data and few methods with which the essential features of
socially recognized “familiar scenes” may be detected and related
to dimensions of social organization. Although sociologists take
socially structured scenes of everyday life as a point of departure
they rarely see,! as a task of sociological inquiry in its own right,
the general question of how any such common sense world is pos-
sible. Instead, the possibility of the everyday world is either set-
tled by theoretical representation or merely assumed. As a topic
and methodological ground for sociological inquiries, the definition
of the common sense world of everyday life, though it is appropri-
ately a project of sociological inquiry, has been neglected. My
purposes in this paper are to demonstrate the essential relevance,
to sociological inquiries, of a concern for common sense activities
as a topic of inquiry in its own right and, by reporting a series of
studies, to urge its “rediscovery.”

Making commonplace scenes visible

In accounting for the stable features of everyday activities soci-
ologists commonly select familiar settings such as familial house-
holds or work places and ask for the variables that contribute to
their stable features. Just as commonly, one set of considerations
are unexamined: the socially standardized and standardizing, “seen
but unnoticed,” expected, background features of everyday scenes.
The member of the society uses background expectancies as a
scheme of interpretation. With their use actual appearances are
for him recognizable and intelligible as the appearances-of-fa-
miliar-events. Demonstrably he is responsive to this background,

1 The work of Alfred Schutz, cited in footnote 2, is a magnificent excep-
tion. Readers who are acquainted with his writings will recognize how heavily
this paper is indebted to him.
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while at the same time he is at a loss to tell us specifically of what
the expectancies consist. When we ask him about them he has
little or nothing to say.

For these background expectancies to come into view one must
either be a stranger to the “life as usual” character of everyday
scenes, or become estranged from them. As Alfred Schutz pointed
out, a “special motive” is required to make them problematic. In
the sociologists’ case this “special motive” consists in the program-
matic task of treating a societal member’s practical circumstances,
which include from the member’s point of view the morally neces-
sary character of many of its background features, as matters of
theoretic interest. The seen but unnoticed backgrounds of every-
day activities are made visible and are described from a perspec-
tive in which persons live out the lives they do, have the children
they do, feel the feelings, think the thoughts, enter the relation-
ships they do, all in order to permit the sociologist to solve his
theoretical problems.

Almost alone among sociological theorists, the late Alfred |
Schutz, in a series of classical studies 2 of the constitutive phenom-
enology of the world of everyday life, described many of these seen
but unnoticed background expectancies. He called them the. “atti-
tude of daily life.” He referred to their scenic attributions as the '
“world known in common and taken for granted.” Schutz funda-
mental work makes it possible to pursue further the tasks of clari-
fying their nature and operation, of relating them to the processes of
concerted actions, and assigning them their place in an empirically
imaginable society.

The studies reported in this paper attempt to detect some ex-
pectancies that lend commonplace scenes their familiar, life-as-
usual character, and to relate these to the stable social structures
of everyday activities. Procedurally it is my preference to start with
familiar scenes and ask what can be done to make trouble. The
operations that one would have to perform in order to multiply
the senseless features of perceived environments; to produce and

2 Alfred Schutz, Der Sinnhafte Aufbau Der Sozialen Welt (Wein: Verlag
von Julius Springer, 1932); Collected Papers I: The Problem of Social Reality,
ed. Maurice Natanson (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1962); Collected Papers
11: Studies in Social Theory, ed. Arvid Broderson (The Hague: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1964); Collected Papers I1I: Studies in Phenomenological Philosophy,

ed. I. Schutz (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1966).
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sustain bewilderment, consternation, and confusion; to produce
the socially structured affects of anxiety, shame, guilt, and indigna-
tion; and to produce disorganized interaction should tell us some-
thing about how the structures of everyday activities are ordinarily
and routinely produced and maintained.?

A word of reservation. Despite their procedural emphasis, my
studies are not properly speaking experimental. They are demon-
strations, designed, in Herbert Spiegelberg’s phrase, as “aids to a
sluggish imagination.” I have found that they produce reflections
through which the strangeness of an obstinately familiar world
can be detected.

Some essential features of common understandings

Various considerations dictate that common understandings can-
not possibly consist of a measured amount of shared agreement
among persons on certain topics. Even if the topics are limited in
number and scope and every practical difficulty of assessment is
forgiven, the notion that we are dealing with an amount of shared
agreement remains essentially incorrect. This may be demon-
strated as follows.

Students were asked to report common conversations by writ-
ing on the left side of a sheet what the parties actually said and
on the right side what they and their partners understood that
they were talking about. A student reported the following colloquy
between himself and his wife.

HUSBAND: Dana succeeded in This afternoon as I was bringing
putting a penny in a Dana, our four-year-old son,
parking meter today  home from the nursery school,
without being picked he succeeded in reaching high
up. enough to put a penny in a

parking meter when we parked
in a meter parking zone,
whereas before he has always

had to be picked up to reach
that high.

3 Obversely, a knowledge of how the structures of everyday activities are
routinely produced should permit us to tell how we might proceed for the
effective production of desired disturbances.
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WIFE: Did you take him to Since he put a penny in a meter

the record store?

HUSBAND: No, to the shoe
repair shop.

WIFE: What for?

HUSBAND: 1 got some new
shoe laces for my
shoes.

WIFE: Your loafers need
new heels badly.

that means that you stopped
while he was with you. I know
that you stopped at the record
store either on the way to

get him or on the way back. Was
it on the way back, so that he
was with you or did you stop
there on the way to get him and
somewhere else on the way

back?

No, I stopped at the record store
on the way to get him and
stopped at the shoe repair shop
on the way home when he was
with me.

I know of one reason why you
might have stopped at the

shoe repair shop. Why did you
in fact?

As you will remember I broke a
shoe lace on one of my brown
oxfords the other day so 1

stopped to get some new laces.

Something else you could have
gotten that I was thinking of.
You could have taken in your
black loafers which need

heels badly. You'd better get

them taken care of pretty soon.

An examination of the colloquy reveals the following. (a) There
were many matters that the partners understood they were talk-
ing about that they did not mention. (b) Many matters that the
partners understood were understood on the basis not only of what
was actually said but what was: left unspoken. (¢) Many matters
were understood through a process of attending to the temporal
series of utterances as documentary evidences of a developing con-
versation rather than as a string of terms. (d) Matters that the
two understood in common were understood only in and through
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a course of understanding work that consisted of treating an actual
linguistic event as “the document of,” as “pointing to,” as standing
on behalf of an underlying pattern of matters that each already
supposed to be the matters that the person, by his speaking, could
be telling the other about. The underlying pattern was not only
derived from a course of individual documentary evidences but
the documentary evidences in their turn were interpreted on the
basis of “what was known” and anticipatorily knowable about the
underlying patterns.* Each was used to elaborate the other. (e) In
attending to the utterances as events-in-the-conversation each party
made references to the biography and prospects of the present
interaction which each used and attributed to the other as a com-

mon scheme of interpretation and expression. (f) Each waited for
something more to be said in order to hear what had previously
been talked about, and each seemed willing to wait.

Common understandings would consist of a measured amount

of shared agreement if the common understandings consisted of
events cooidinated with the successive positions of the hands of
the clock, i.e., of events in standard time. The foregoing results,
because they deal with the exchanges of the colloquy as events-in-
a-conversation, urge that one more time parameter, at least, is
required: the role of time as it is constitutive of “the matter talked
about” as a developing and developed event over the course of
action that produced it, as both the process and product were
known from within this development by both parties, each for
himself as well as on behalf of the other.

The colloquy reveals additional features. (1) Many of its ex-
pressions are such that their sense cannot be decided by an auditor
unless he knows or assumes something about the biography and
the purposes of the speaker, the circumstances ot the utterance,
the previous course of the conversation, or the particular relation-
ship of actual or potential interaction that exists between user and
auditor. The expressions do not have a sense that remains identical

through the changing occasions of their use. (2) The events that
were talked about were specifically vague. Not only do they not

4 Karl Mannheim, in his essay “On the Interpretation of ‘Weltanschauung’ ”
(in Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge, trans. and ed. Paul Kecskemeti [New
York: Oxford University Press, 1852], pp. 33-83), referred to this work as the

“documentary method of interpretation.” Its features are detailed in Chapter
Three.
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frame a clearly restricted set of possible determinations but the
depicted events include as their essentially intended and sanc-
tioned features an accompanying “fringe” of determinations that
are open with respect to internal relationships, relationships to
other events, and relationships to retrospective and prospective
possibilities. (3) For the sensible character of an expression, upon
its occurrence each of the conversationalists as auditor of his own
as well as the other’s productions had to assume as of any present
accomplished point in the exchange that by waiting for what he
or the other person might have said at a later time the present
significance of what had already been said would have been clari-
fied. Thus many expressions had the property of being progres-
sively realized and realizable through the further course of the
conversation. (4) It hardly needs to be pointed out that the sense
of the expressions depended upon where the expression occurred
in serial order, the expressive character of the terms that comprised
it, and the importance to the conversationalists of the events
depicted.

These properties of common understandings stand in contrast
to the features they would have if we disregarded their temporally
constituted character and treated them instead as precoded entries
on a memory drum, to be consulted as a definite set of alternative
meanings from among which one was to select, under predecided
conditions that specified in which of some set of alternative ways
one was to understand the situation upon the occasion that the
necessity for a decision arose. The latter properties are those of
strict rational discourse as these are idealized in the rules that de-
fine an adequate logical proof.

For the purposes of conducting their everyday affairs persons
refuse to permit each other to understand “what they are really
talking about” in this way. The anticipation that persons will under-
stand, the occasionality of expressions, the specific vagueness of
references, the retrospective-prospective sense of a present occur-
rence, waiting for something later in order to see what was meant
before, are sanctioned properties of common discourse. They fur-
nish a background of seen but unnoticed features of common dis-
course whereby actual utterances are recognized as events of com-
mon, reasonable, understandable, plain talk. Persons require these
properties of discourse as conditions under which they are them-
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selves entitled and entitle others to claim that they know what
they are talking about, and that what they are saying is under-
standable and ought to be understood. In short, their seen but
unnoticed presence is used to entitle persons to conduct their com-
mon conversational affairs without interference. Departures from
such usages call forth immediate attempts to restore a right state
of affairs.

The sanctioned character of these properties is demonstrable as
follows. Students were instructed to engage an acquaintance or a
friend in an ordinary conversation and, without indicating that
what the experimenter was asking was in any way unusual, to in-
sist that the person clarify the sense of his commonplace remarks.
Twenty-three students reported twenty-five instances of such en-
counters. The following are typical excerpts from their accounts.

CASE 1

The subject was telling the experimenter, a member of the sub-
ject’s car pool, about having had a flat tire while going to work the
previous day.

(S) I had a flat tire.
(E) What do you mean, you had a flat tire?

She appeared momentarily stunned. Then she answered in a
hostile way: “What do you mean, ‘What do you mean? A flat tire
is a flat tire. That is what I meant. Nothing special. What a -crazy
question!”

CASE- 2

(S) Hi, Ray. How is your girl friend feeling?

(E) What do you mean, “How is she feeling?” Do you mean
physical or mental?

(S) I mean how is she feeling? What's the matter with you?
(He looked peeved.)

(E) Nothing. Just explain a little clearer what do you mean?

(S) Skip it. How are your Med School applications coming?

(E) What do you mean, “How are they?”

(S) You know what I mean.
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(E) I really don't.
(S) What’s the matter with you? Are you sick?

CASE 3

“On Friday night my husband and I were watching television.
My husband remarked that he was tired. I asked, ‘How are you
tired? Physically, mentally, or just bored?””

(S) I don't know, I guess physically, mainly.

(E) You mean that your muscles ache or your bones?

(S) I guess so. Dont be so technical.
(After more watching)

(S) All these old movies have the same kind of old iron bed-
stead in them.

(E) What do you mean? Do you mean all old movies, or some
of them, or just the ones you have seen?

(S) What’s the matter with you? You know what I mean.

(E) I wish you would be more specific.

(S) You know what I mean! Drop dead!

CASE 4

During a conversation (with the E’s temale fiancee) the E
questioned the meaning of various words used by the subject . . .

For the first minute and a half the subject responded to the
questions as it they were legitimate inquiries. Then she re-
sponded with “Why are you asking me those questions?” and
repeated this two or three times after each question. She be-
came nervous and jittery, her face and hand movements . . .
uncontrolled. She appeared bewildered and complained that
I was making her nervous and demanded that I “Stop it”. . . .
The subject picked up a magazine and -covered her face. She
put down the magazine and pretended to be engrossed. When
asked why she was looking at the magazine she closed her
mouth and refused any further remarks.

CASE 5

My friend said to me, “Hurry or we will be late.” I asked him
what did he mean by late and from what point of view did it have
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reference. There was a look of perplexity and cynicism on his face.
“Why are you asking me such silly questions? Surely I don’t have
to explain such a statement. What is wrong with you today? Why
should I have to stop to analyze such a statement? Everyone under-
stands my statements and you should be no exception!”

CASE 6

The victim waved his hand cheerily.

(S) How are you?

(E) How am I in regard to what? My health, my finances, my
school work, my peace of mind, my ... ?

(S) (Red in the face and suddenly out of control.) Look! I
was just trying to be polite. Frankly, I dont give a damn
how you are.

CASE 7

My friend and I were talking about a man whose overbearing
attitude annoyed us. My friend expressed his feeling.

(S) I'm sick of him.

(E) Would you explain what is wrong with you that you are
sick?

(S) Are you kidding me? You know what I mean.

(E) Please explain your ailment.

(S) (He listened to me with a puzzled look.) What came over
you? We never talk this way, do we?

Background understandings and ““adequate’’
recognition of commonplace events

What kinds of expectancies make up a “seen but unnoticed”
background of common understandings,”’and how are they related .
to persons recognition of stable courses of interpersonal transac-
tions? Some information can be obtained if we first ask how a per-
son will look at an ordinary and familiar scene and what will he
see in it if we require of him that he do no more than look at it as
something that for him it “obviously” and “really” is not.
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Undergraduate students were assigned the task of spending from
fifteen minutes to an hour in their homes viewing its activities
while assuming that they were boarders in the household. They
were instructed not to act out the assumption. Thirty-three stu-
dents reported their experiences.

In their writteh reports students “behaviorized” the household
scenes. Here is an excerpt from one account to illustrate my
meaning.

A short, stout man entered the house, kissed me on the
cheek and asked, “How was school?” I answered politely. He
walked into the kitchen, kissed the younger of the two
women, and said hello to the other. The younger woman
asked me, “What do you want for dinner, honey?” 1 answered,
“Nothing.” She shrugged her shoulders and said no more.
The older woman shuffled around the kitchen muttering. The
man washed his hands, sat down at the table, and picked up
the paper. He read until the two women had finished putting
the food on the table. The three sat down. They exchanged
idle chatter abouit the day’s events. The older woman said
something in a foreign language which made the others laugh.

Persons, relationships, and activities were described without re-
spect for their history, for the place of the scene in a set of devel-
oping life circumstances, or for the scenes as texture of relevant
events for the parties themselves. References to motives, propriety,
subjectivity generally, and the socially standardized character of
the events were omitted. Descriptions might be thought.of as those
of a keyhole observer who puts aside much of what he knows in
common with subjects about the scenes he is looking at, as if the
writer had witnessed the scenes under a mild amnesia for his com-
mon sense knowledge of social structures.

Students were surprised to see the ways in which members’
treatments of each other were personal. The business of one was
treated as the business of the others. A person being criticized was
unable to stand on dignity and was prevented by the others from
taking offense. One student reported her surprise’ at how freely
she had the run of the house. Displays of conduct and feeling
occurred without apparent concern for the management of im-
pressions. Table manners were bad, and family members showed
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each other little politeness. An early casualty in the scene was the
family news of the day which turned into trivial talk.

Students reported that this way of looking was difficult to sus-
tain. Familiar objects—persons obviously, but furniture and room
arrangements as well—resisted students’ efforts to think of them-
selves as strangers. Many became uncomfortably aware of how
habitual movements were being made; of how one was handling
the silverware, or how one opened a door or greeted another mem-
ber. Many reported that the attitude was difficult to sustain because
with it quarreling, bickering, and hostile motivations became dis-
comfitingly visible. Frequently an account that recited newly vis-
ible troubles was accompanied by the student’s assertion that his
account of family problems was not a “true” picture; the family was
really a very happy one. Several students reported a mildly oppres-
sive feeling of “conforming to a part.” Several students attempted
to formulate the “real me” as activities governed by rules ot con-
duct but gave it up as a bad job. They found it more convincing
to think of themselves in “usual” circumstances as “being one’s real
self.” Nevertheless one student was intrigued with how delib-
erately and successfully he could predict the other’s responses to
his actions. He was not troubled by this feeling.

Many accounts reported a variation on the theme: “I was glad
when the hour was up and I could return to the real me.”

Students were convinced that the view from the boarder’s atti-
tude was not their real home environment. The boarder’s attitude
produced appearances which they discounted as interesting incon-
gruities of little and misleading practical import. How had the
familiar ways of looking at their home environments been altered?
How did their looking difter from usual?

Several contrasts to the “usual’ and “required” way of looking
are detectable from their accounts. (1) In looking at their homes
as boarders they replaced the mutually recognized texture of events
with a rule of interpretation which required that this mutual tex-
ture be temporarily disregarded. (2) The mutually recognized
texture was brought under the jurisdiction of the new attitude as
a definition of the essential structures of this texture. (3) This was
done by engaging in interaction with others with an attitude whose
nature and purpose only the user knew about, that remained undis-
closed, that could be either adopted or put aside at a time of the
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user's own choosing, and was a matter of willful election. (4) The
attitude as an intention was sustained as a matter of personal and
willed compliance with an explicit and single rule, (5) in which,
like a game, the goal of the intention was identical with looking
at things under the auspices of the single rule itself. (6) Above
all, looking was not bound by any necessity for gearing one’s inter-
ests within the attitude to the actions of others. These were the
matters that students found strange.

When students used these background expectancies not only
as ways of looking at familial scenes but as grounds for acting in
them, the scenes exploded with the bewilderment and anger of
family members.

In another procedure students were asked to spend from fifteen
minutes to an hour in their homes imagining that they were board-
ers and acting out this assumption. They were instructed to conduct
themselves in a circumspect and polite fashion. They were to avoid
getting personal, to use formal address, to speak only when
spoken to.

In nine of forty-nine cases students either refused to do the,
assignment (five cases) or the try was “unsuccessful” (four cases).
Four of the “no try” students said they were afraid to do it; a fifth
said she preferred to avoid the risk of exciting her mother who
had a heart condition. In two of the “unsuccessful” cases the family
treated it as’a joke from the beginning and refused despite the con-
tinuing actions of the student to change. A third family took the
view that something undisclosed was the matter, but what it might
be was of no concern to them. In the fourth family the father and
mother remarked that the daughter was being “extra nice” and
undoubtedly wanted something that she would shortly reveal.

In the remaining four-fifths of the cases family members were
stupefied. They vigorously sought to make the strange actions in-
telligible and to restore the situation to normal appearances. Re-
ports were filled with accounts of astonishment, bewilderment,
shock, anxiety, embarrassment, and anger, and with charges by/
various family members that the student was mean, inconsiderate,
selfish, nasty, or impolite. Family members demanded explana-
tions: What's the matter? What's gotten into you? Did you get
fired? Are you sick? What are you being so superior about? Why
are you mad? Are you out of your mind or are you just stupid? One
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student acutely embarrassed his mother in front of her friends by
asking if she minded if he had a snack from the refrigerator. “Mind

if you have a little snack? You've been eating little snacks around

" here for years without asking me. What's gotten into you?” One
mother, infuriated when her daughter spoke to her only when she
was spoken to, began to shriek in angry denunciation of the daugh-
ter for her disrespect and insubordination and refused to be
calmed by the student’s sister. A father berated his daughter for
being insufficiently concerned for the welfare of others and of
acting like a spoiled child.

Occasionally family members would first treat the student’s ac-
tion as a cue for a joint comedy routine which was soon replaced
by irritation and exasperated anger at the student for not knowing
when enough was enough. Family members mocked the “polite-
ness’ of the students—“Certainly Mr. Herzberg!”—or charged the

i student with acting like a wise guy and generally reproved the
“politeness” with sarcasm.
Explanations were sought in previous, understandable motives
jof the student: the student was “working too hard” in school; the
student was “ill”; there had been “another fight” with a fiancee.
When offered explanations by family members went unacknowl-
edged, there followed withdrawal by the offended member, at-
tempted isolation of the culprit, retaliation, and denunciation.
“Don’t bother with him, he’s in one of his moods again”; “Pay no
attention but just wait until he asks me for something”; “You're
cutting me, okay I'll cut you and then some”; “Why must you .
always create friction in our family harmony?” Many accounts re-
ported versions of the following confrontation. A father followed
his son into the bedroom. “Your Mother is right. You don’t look
well and youre not talking sense. You had better get another job
[ that doesn’t require such late hours.” To this the student replied
that he appreciated the consideration, but that he felt fine and
only wanted a little privacy. The father responded in a high rage,

} “I don't want any more of that out of you and if you can’t treat
your mother decently you'd better move out!”

There were no cases in which the situation was not restorable
upon the student’s explanation. Nevertheless,- for the most part
family members were not amused and only rarely did they find the
experience instructive as the student argued that it was supposed

R



49

to have been. After hearing the explanation a sister replied coldly
on behalf of a family of four, “Please, no more of these experiments.
We're not rats, you know.” Occasionally an explanation was ac-
cepted but still it added offense. In several cases students reported
that the explanations left them, their families, or both wondering
how much of what the student had said was “in character’ and
how much the student “really meant.”

Students found the assignment difficult to complete. But in
contrast with on-lookers’ accounts students were likely to report
that difficulties consisted in not being treated as if they were in the
role that they were attempting to play, and of being confronted
with situations but not knowing how a boarder would respond.

There were several entirely unexpected findings. (1) Although
many students reported extensive rehearsals in imagination, very
few mentioned anticipatory fears or embarrassment. (2) On the
other hand, although unanticipated and nasty developments fre-
quently occurred, in only one case did a student report serious
regrets. (3) Very tew students reported heartfelt relief when the
hour was over. They were much more likely to report partial relief.
They frequently reported that in response to the anger of others
they became angry in return and slipped easily into subjectively
recognizable feelings and actions.

In contrast to the reports of the on-looking “boarders” very few
reports “behaviorized” the scene.



