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Foreword

Studies in Ethnomethodology was on my undergraduate reading list at
the back end of the 1960s—but I am afraid that I parked it in favor
of more fashionable work. I only really explored Garfinkel’s work as a
graduate student in Aberdeen in the early 1970s. I had the good for-
tune to encounter a brilliant group of mentors who were trying to piece
it together with other strands from symbolic interactionism, drama-
turgical sociology and social phenomenology. Different people took
different positions within this project but it could be summed up as
a search for an empirical study of social order founded in the detailed
observation of what people said and did. Unlike much sociology of that
period, they did not presume to know better than the participants what
was really going on in any situation. Class, race and gender were not
phenomena to be illustrated by selective quotation, but to be demon-
strated as arising in and from interaction between people. Their rel-
evance in any given situation was to be found rather than assumed.
This did not prevent analysts having a range of personal sympathies or
political convictions, but it was to assert, in the spirit of Weber’s essays
on science and politics as vocations, that a science of society was differ-
ent from a normative analysis of society: the study of social order could
be distinguished from the critique of a particular social order.
Garfinkel’s writings were particularly important in developing this
approach. Symbolic interactionism had struggled to escape from its
pragmatist heritage and its associations with the reformist agenda of
early Chicago sociology. Garfinkel cut through this with a clear and
uncompromising reassertion of the core mission of sociology, fully
in the tradition of Durkheim and, before him, Comte, to understand
the accomplishment of orderliness in society. This did not prevent us
from making moral judgments about the results—as his own early re-
sponses to racism showed—but it did insist that these had a different
foundation and a different logic of argument. There was a meaningful
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life’s work for a scientist of society in simply investigating the problem
of order. Subsequently, it has also become clear that Garfinkel’s work
has a major role to play in exposing the nonsense that comes out of
much popular neuroscience and evolutionary psychology. In one of his
memorable aphorisms, Garfinkel observed that, if you wanted to know
what went on in people’s heads, you should become a brain surgeon.
Unlike other micro-sociologies, ethnomethodology does not require a
theory of mind. It deals only with what is observable and reportable—
to ordinary people as much as to sociologists. Order is constructed
from interactions between people—and possibly between people and
objects—in ways that cannot be reduced to biological drives or cogni-
tive processes.

As with any other radical innovator, Garfinkel faced the challenge
of finding a new language in which to express his ideas. Just as it took a
generation for most physicists to read Einstein correctly, so it has taken
many years for the rest of us to grasp the details of his message. I once
asked him whether English was his first language: Harold characteristi-
cally was more interested in why I had asked the question, but admit-
ted that his family mostly spoke Yiddish and that he had not really
been fluent in English until his early teens. As with many people who
are self-taught, a fascination with the richness of language pervades
his writing. Some passages are poetic in their intensity as they search
for the vocabulary to give precise expression to his thoughts. This has
been an important barrier for new students encountering his work.
Dirk vom Lehn has performed a vital service to the whole sociological
community by producing this book to help its readers make that tran-
sition. The whole body of Garfinkel’s writing is explored—from early
career writings that have only been published in recent years, to the
re-energized intellectual radicalism of his late works, where he located
ethnomethodology’s concern for orderliness as an authentic tradition
in sociology. This book explains key elements of Garfinkel’s thinking in
more accessible language and smooths the way to reading the originals.

Garfinkel had many struggles for respect and recognition in his
lifetime. His legacy, however, is one for the ages—to challenge, provoke
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and inspire sociologists of all generations, backgrounds and persua-
sions to think harder about what they are trying to achieve and how to
achieve it. As the Chinese philosopher, Laozi, noted, the longest jour-
ney begins from where you stand now. Dirk has created your guide-
book (or sat nav if you are reading an e-book!).

Robert Dingwall

Dingwall Enterprises
Nottingham, United Kingdom
June 2013
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Introduction

Harold Garfinkel is the founder of ethnomethodology. His ground-
breaking Studies in Ethnomethodology published in 1967 has funda-
mentally challenged sociology as a discipline. In the 1970s, some saw
the book as a major threat to sociology, others wrote it off as irrelevant
to the discipline. Studies implies a radical shift in sociological perspec-
tive, without abandoning sociology. In fact, Garfinkel's more recent
books, Ethnomethodologys Program (2002) and Seeing Sociologically
(2006 [1948]) emphasize that, as a sociologist, his thinking was always
grounded in the works of Durkheim and Parsons. Although some soci-
ologists consider ethnomethodology as rather marginal, Studies is one
of the most influential contributions to sociology, and ethnomethodol-
ogy features in most recent textbooks of the discipline (Appelrouth and
Edles 2007; Denzin and Lincoln 2011; Fulcher and Scott 2007; Giddens
2009). Moreover, the sociological attitude that Garfinkel began to devel-
op and elaborate on from the 1940s and the insights his ethnomethod-
ological program of studies has produced have been incorporated into
the sociological mainstream, often without awareness of their origin in
Garfinkel’s original writings.

This book is not an introduction to ethnomethodology. Instead,
my principal aim is to explicate the development of ethnomethodology
from Garfinkels early writings in the 1930s and 1940s, and to demon-
strate ethnomethodology’s grounding in and contribution to sociology.
Thus, with this small book I also hope to reinvigorate reflection on eth-
nomethodology’s contribution to sociology within what some might call
mainstream sociology. What follows adds to this reflection and explains
Garfinkel's and ethnomethodology’s place within and contribution to so-
ciology, by tracing the development of the key principles of what now is
known as Ethnomethodology’s Program (Garfinkel 1996, 2002).

The book has been written for students of sociology and cognate
disciplines who have an interest in ethnomethodology and would like
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to discover more about the origin and motivation that drove Garfinkel
to develop this particular sociological attitude to studying and describ-
ing the practices that continuously assemble the social world. It updates
and complements, but does not replace, those fabulous books on eth-
nomethodology and conversation analysis by Kenneth Leiter (1980),
John Heritage (1984), Douglas Benson and John Hughes (1983), Rich-
ard Hilbert (1992), Paul ten Have (2004) and, most recently, Kenneth
Liberman’s (2013) More Studies in Ethnomethodology. These and many
other books on ethnomethodology have been written by well-known
scholars who have long undertaken ethnomethodological research and
are books that have served and will continue to serve as introductions
to ethnomethodology for students and academics in the future.

This book focuses on the development of ethnomethodology by
Harold Garfinkel since the 1940s. It begins with a brief introduction
to Garfinkel’s journey, from his father’s furniture business in Newark
(New Jersey) to Talcott Parsons’ Department of Social Relations in
Harvard. I take this journey as the starting-point to trace Garfinkel’s
(1991) respecification of what he sometimes called “traditional sociol-
ogy” itself. In doing so, I explore, in particular, how Garfinkel used the
different theoretical foundations underlying Talcott Parsons’ theory
of social order and Alfred Schutz’s social phenomenology to develop
his own sociological attitude (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). In light of this
theoretical exploration, I then investigate how Garfinkel advanced
concepts of account and accounting that later became key to practic-
ing ethnomethodology (and conversation analysis). This discussion
of Garfinkel’s creation of a sociological attitude provides the basis for
the further development of ethnomethodology and Garfinkel’s interest
in the (practical) orderliness of the everyday, something central to his
theoretical, methodological, and empirical program.

His concept of order or social organization, as demonstrated in later
parts of this book, offers a fundamentally novel way to address sociol-
ogy’s most fundamental question: “How is social order possible?” This
question dates back to debates in social philosophy and sociology by
the ancient Greeks and by Hobbes in the 17" century, as well as to the
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important theoretical contributions of Garfinkel’s dissertation advisor,
Talcott Parsons. These social thinkers primarily answered the question
of social order by referring to the existence of an external framework,
such as a “Leviathan” (Hobbes), a “social contract” (Rousseau), or a
shared set of values acquired through education and socialization (Par-
sons). Garfinkel, however, argued against an order from without and for
an order from within; in other words, he was interested in how people
in concrete situations produce their actions in ways that they and oth-
ers recognize and understand to be “orderly” and intelligibly organized.

This book introduces these ideas which Garfinkel had already
discussed in his early, but unpublished, writings. It also elaborates on
how he then further developed these ideas in discussion with Talcott
Parsons at Harvard, Alfred Schutz, and Aron Gurwitsch, with whom
he regularly met for evening seminars in New York (Psathas 2004). By
briefly exploring Garfinkel’s intellectual relationship with Parsons and
Schutz I discuss the emergence of ethnomethodology and some of its
key principles explicated by Garfinkel in various publications since the
1970s. The purpose of this part of the book is to explore the origins of
some of these principles and consider how they provide the basis for
the development of various strands of ethnomethodological research.
These strands include: conversation analysis and studies of institution-
al talk; social studies of science; and workplace studies. The final chap-
ters investigate ethnomethodology’s relationship to sociology, and how
a number of research areas in the social sciences and elsewhere have
been influenced by Garfinkel’s writings to the present day, even though
some of his studies are more than fifty years old.

15
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Chapter 1

Sociology as a “Love Affair”

Harold Garfinkel was born on October 29, 1917 in Newark, New Jersey.
The early 1920s were dominated by the First World War, ethnic ten-
sions, and economic uncertainty. His father, Abraham Garfinkel, was
a furniture trader in the large Jewish community of Newark, which,
at that time, was characterized by a large number of immigrants who
were concerned about their social and economic well-being. Like the
rest of the USA, the world economic crisis of the 1920s hit this com-
munity badly and increased social and economic uncertainty among
people. These developments also affected Garfinkel's upbringing and
life-experience as a young person. From an early age onward, Garfin-
kel experienced what it meant to live in a marginal community with
people, “who were struggling not only to find a place in American soci-
ety but to formulate that place in their own terms” (Rawls 2002: 9). An
interest in social issues therefore came naturally to him.

When in 1935, at the age of seventeen, Garfinkel proposed that
he would like to study at university, his father was concerned that his
son should learn a trade that could earn him a living (Rawls 2003a:
18). When the matter of the young Garfinkel’s career was discussed
in the family, a non-Jewish in-law, who was seen as knowledgeable
regarding job prospects outside the Newark Jewish community, was
asked for advice. He spoke with Garfinkel Junior, who, at the time had
an interest in becoming a surgeon, a profession that, in the view of
the in-law, was like “driving taxicabs”; it was the Depression (Rawls
2003a: 11). A compromise was found and Garfinkel agreed to work in
his father’s business in the evenings, while during the day he attended
an unaccredited program at the University of Newark (today known
as the Newark Campus of Rutgers University), majoring in business
and accounting. Here, Garfinkel was introduced to the “theory of ac-

Harold Garfinkel: The Creation and Development of
Ethnomethodology by Dirk vom Lehn. 17-28.© 2013 UVK
Verlagsgesellschaft mbH; additional material for English 17
edition © 2014 Left Coast Press, Inc. All rights reserved.



Harold Garfinkel
The Creation and Development of Ethnomethodology

counting” and double-entry bookkeeping. He learned that the placing
of items in the columns of accounts not only constructs accounts, but
also is a practice that is accountable to superiors and other agencies
(Rawls 2002: 10). Later, Garfinkel considered his studies of accounting
and bookkeeping as being more important for his later work on ac-
counts than his studies of C. Wright Mills and Kenneth Burke’s social
theories of accounts (ibid.).

As suggested by Rawls (2003a: 19), there are quite obvious connec-
tions between the approach to accounting that Garfinkel was taught at
the University of Newark and his later work. As Garfinkel developed as
a sociologist, he related the accounting knowledge he had acquired at
Newark and in his father’s business to the analysis of everyday interac-
tion. Just as the accountant is accountable for his work, the everyday
actor is accountable for her/his action. Everyday actions are accounts
and accountable just like the inputting of data by accountants; they are
“observable-and-reportable” (Garfinkel 1967c: 1) actions that actors
are accountable for, because they are visible as the producers of the
action.! In later chapters, I return to Garfinkel’s concepts of account
and accounting as practical action and their implications for Garfinkel’s
sociology.

At the University of Newark, Garfinkel developed friendships with
students and tutors who became important for his later career (Rawls
2002: 11). They included Melvin Tumin (later an anthropologist at
Princeton), Herbert McClosky (later a political scientist at Berkeley),
and Seymour Sarason (later a psychiatrist at Yale University). He also
made the acquaintance of Philip Selznick (later a sociologist at UCLA)
and Paul Lazarsfeld, who taught a course on social statistics at the Uni-
versity of Newark and, since the 1940s, has become famous for the
foundation of what today would be called scientific sociology and em-
pirical research methods. In discussion with his fellow students and
friends, Garfinkel developed an interest in sociology and philosophy
(Rawls 2002: 11).

After graduating from the University of Newark in 1939, Garfinkel
attended a Quaker work camp in Georgia, and used the time to de-
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cide about his future. He discussed possibilities with Morris Mitchell,
from the Columbia School of Education, who recommended the soci-
ology department at the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill
to him. In Chapel Hill, Howard Odum had founded the Department
of Sociology in 1920 and the Institute for Research in Social Science in
1924 (Brazil 1988). I return to Garfinkel’s studies at Odum’s Institute
in North Carolina and to his master’s thesis in 1942, his first formal
sociological study, in later chapters.

In the summer of 1939, Garfinkel purchased Talcott Parsons’ clas-
sic two-volume book The Structure of Social Action (1937). His read-
ing of this book immediately drew him to sociology, and he became
involved in sociological debates and thinking: “According to Garfin-
kel it was a ‘love affair’ from the beginning” (Rawls 2002: 13). At the
time, sociology was a discipline that included a range of theories and
methods. Odum’ teaching in Chapel Hill highlighted the social action
theory of Florian Znaniecki and William I. Thomas, as well as the prag-
matist theories of action and interaction developed by Charles Horton
Cooley and George Herbert Mead.

Garfinkel pursued his studies in sociology and developed an inter-
est in studies of social justice and the social organization of everyday
life. This emerging interest in sociology is reflected in his prizewinning
short story entitled “Color Trouble” (Garfinkel 1940) that he wrote in
the late 1930s. The story describes how passengers on a public bus
negotiate the public order defined by racial segregation with the bus
driver and police. As the passengers, driver, and police officers discuss
and challenge the reasoning for the public order, they make intelligible
the foundation of the social order on the bus.

At this point, Garfinkel had not yet developed a sociological vo-
cabulary to explain the events on the bus. He did not yet talk of a
“pluralism of worlds” (Garfinkel 1952: 97) or of “accounts” (Garfinkel
1967a) that later defined some of his studies (Doubt 1989; Rawls 2013).
I return to the events Garfinkel described in this short story and their
relevance to his sociology in more detail in the next chapter, “Hitch-
hiking to Sociology”
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Following the completion of his MA thesis at North Carolina in
1942, Garfinkel joined the US Air Force and undertook a field study
concerning “the effects of temporary military industry on the social
organization of the town of Bastrop Texas” (Rawls 2008b: 6) for the
sociologist Wilbert Moore (1914-1987), whom he met again later in
his career, in the early 1950s. Having joined the US Air Force, Garfinkel
was given the task of training soldiers on a golf course on Miami Beach
in preparation for tank combat in Europe (Rawls 2002: 14-15).

In 1946, after the war, Garfinkel moved to Harvard and began his
studies for a PhD with Talcott Parsons and in 1952 completed his dis-
sertation, The Perception of the Other: A Study in Social Order (Rawls
2002: 15). In this dissertation he critically assessed Parsons’ social the-
ory by drawing on Alfred Schutzs (1967b [1932]) phenomenological
analysis. While undertaking his studies, Garfinkel regularly met with
Schutz and also with Aron Gurwitsch in New York to discuss phenom-
enological questions and their relevance to sociology (Barber 2004;
Psathas 2004; Rawls 2002). The influence of these discussions on Gar-
finkel’s sociological thinking is clearly visible throughout his work. He
used Schutz and Gurwitsch’'s phenomenological analyses to develop a
novel approach to explore social order. His approach was not deter-
mined by phenomenology, but he creatively used the phenomenologi-
cal focus on the actor’s point of view to create a sociological attitude to
analyze the social world that later he called ethnomethodology.

The development of Garfinkel’s sociological attitude became ap-
parent in a manuscript that Anne Rawls recently published under the
title, Seeing Sociologically (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). In this book, Gar-
finkel argued for the need to adopt this particular sociological attitude
to enable the analysis of how actors in the natural attitude produce
and experience social order (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]: 127-129). Here,
he drew on Alfred Schutz (1945b),who had developed the concept of
natural attitude to understand how an actor in ordinary circumstances
acts in and upon, and experiences the everyday world. In later chap-
ters, in particular when discussing Seeing Sociologically and Garfinkel’s
PhD dissertation, I examine how Schutz’s concept of natural attitude
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provided Garfinkel with the basis for the development of the sociologi-
cal attitude that underpins ethnomethodology. I explore how Garfinkel
used Schutz’s interpretation of phenomenology in his PhD dissertation
to develop an independent sociological perspective that differed from
that of his doctoral advisor, Talcott Parsons.

While Garfinkel studied for his PhD, he taught for two years at
Princeton University (New Jersey) and, in 1952, together with Richard
Snyder and Wilbert Moore, organized a conference entitled, “Problems
in Model Construction in the Social Sciences” (Rawls 2003a: 23). The
theme of the conference arose from the context of a project funded
by the Ford Foundation and it was attended by major social scientists
of the time, including Talcott Parsons, Paul Lazarsfeld, Herbert Si-
mon, Kenneth Burke, Alfred Schutz, and Kurt Wolff. During his time
at Princeton, Garfinkel also worked on various manuscripts, some of
which were recently published by Anne Rawls under the title, Toward a
Sociological Theory of Information (Garfinkel 2008).

Meeting Kurt Wolft at the Princeton conference may well have
helped Garfinkel a few years later to find a job at the University of
Ohio, where Wolff was directing a research project concerned with
leadership in organizations. Having received his PhD from Harvard,
Garfinkel joined Wolff in Ohio for a two-year position (Rawls 2003a:
23). However, when this project was curtailed due to budget cuts, his
friend Fred Strodtbeck, a classmate from Harvard, asked Garfinkel to
join him and Saul Mendlovitz at the University of Wichita (Kansas) to
work on a research project that has become known as the “Jury Proj-
ect” (Kalven 1966; Rawls 2003a: 23). As part of the project, Garfinkel
studied the organization of jury deliberations in courts and analyzed
audio-recordings of jury deliberations that Strodtbeck had produced
as data for the project. In summer 1954, Garfinkel and his colleagues
Strodtbeck and Mendlovitz presented parts of their research at the
annual conference of the American Sociological Association (ASA).
Here, they used for the first time the term ethnomethods to describe
actions that become intelligible as “methods” used by a particular
group (“ethnos”), ie., jury members, because the group members
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produce the actions in ways jury members do for their practical pur-
poses.

In 1954, following the ASA conference, Garfinkel was once again
looking for work and a more permanent position. His subsequent
move to UCLA, where he remained for the rest of his academic career,
was supported by his friends Philip Selznick (1919-2010) and Melvin
Tumin (1919-1994), whom he had first met while studying at Newark.
By then Selznick had become an influential sociologist at UCLA and
had moved to UC Berkeley in 1952, while Tumin developed his career
at Princeton. They both persuaded the then chair of the Department of
Sociology at UCLA to hire Garfinkel in 1954 as an Assistant Professor
(Rawls 2003: 24).

One of the best known of Garfinkel’s colleagues, Harvey Sacks
(1935-1975), invented the study of conversation (Silverman 1998) and
together with Gail Jefferson and Emanuel Schegloff further developed
what now is known as conversation analysis (Sacks 1992; Schegloft
1989, 2007a). Sacks studied for a bachelor’s degree at Columbia College
and after its completion in 1955 was awarded a scholarship at Yale Law
School, where in 1959 he earned an undergraduate law degree (LLB).
As he studied the law, he became interested in “how the law as an insti-
tution worked” rather “than in making it work as an attorney himself”
(Schegloft 1992: xii-xiii). With this intellectual interest, Sacks enrolled
in Political Science at MIT and worked as a research assistant in the
Department of Economics and Social Science. He attended seminars
by Noam Chomsky at MIT and advanced his interests in how decisions
are made in judicial processes and how to adequately describe these
processes sociologically (Silverman 1998). Through this interest he was
spurred to attend a seminar given by Talcott Parsons in Cambridge,
where he met Garfinkel, who was spending a sabbatical at Harvard
(1959) (Schegloft 1992: xiii).

Sacks and Garfinkel liked each other and developed an intellectual
relationship that lasted until Sacks’ premature death in 1975 (Schegloff
1992: xiii). They discussed questions of social order, judicial processes,
and sociological descriptions that were at the heart of Garfinkel’s cur-
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rent and early studies. Sacks did not see how he could effectively pursue
these questions at MIT and decided to move to Berkeley and study so-
ciology. He made this decision in light of his discussions with Garfinkel
and on the advice of Harold Lasswell (1902-1978), a professor of law
with expertise in political science and communications theory, whom
he knew from his studies at Yale (Schegloft 1992: xiii).

In 1960, Sacks moved to Berkeley where he continued to pursue
his interest in judicial processes and later became the first graduate fel-
low in the Center for the Study of Law and Society that Philip Selznick
founded and chaired from 1961 to 1972. His PhD advisor, however,
was not Selznick, but Erving Goftman, whose influence on Sacks’ intel-
lectual development is visible in publications such as “Notes on police
assessment of moral character” (Sacks 1972) and in many of his lec-
tures (Silverman 1998: 32-36). Nevertheless, Garfinkel remained a key
influence on Sacks” academic work and he stayed in close contact with
him throughout his doctoral project. He invited Garfinkel to Berke-
ley where he, as well as other ethnomethodologists like Egon Bittner
(1921-2011) and Aaron Cicourel, talked at the Graduate Sociology
Club. Sacks also attended conferences at UCLA organized by Garfinkel
and his colleague Edward Rose of the University of Colorado and read
and privately circulated Garfinkel’s then still-unpublished manuscripts
among graduate students in sociology (Schegloff 1992: xiv—xv).

Garfinkel's manuscripts provided Sacks and his colleagues at
Berkeley with a wealth of material to discuss (Schegloff 1992). These
colleagues included David Sudnow, who studied the organization of
dying in a hospital and also became well known for his research on
piano playing (Sudnow 1967, 1979); Roy Turner, who published the
first collection of ethnomethodological articles (Turner 1974); Eman-
uel Schegloff, who later cooperated with Sacks and Gail Jefferson on
the development of conversational analysis’, and others. In 1963/64,
Garfinkel encouraged Sacks to move to UCLA and take up a position
as Acting Assistant Professor of Sociology (Schegloff 1992: xv). Here,
they cooperated on a research project as Fellows at the Center for the
Scientific Study of Suicide in Los Angeles, under the sponsorship of its
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director, Edwin Shneidman (Schegloft 1992: xv). As part of the project,
Sacks examined short fragments of telephone conversations in great
detail. This analysis of calls to the Suicide Prevention Center formed
the basis of Sacks’ doctoral research and can be regarded as the origin
of conversation analysis (Sacks 1966; Schegloff 1992).

At the same time, Garfinkel worked on at least two book manu-
scripts that remain unpublished to the present day. The first of these is
Parsons’ Primer, an examination of Parsons’ investigation of the prob-
lem of social order. The manuscript reflected Garfinkel's admiration
for the work of his doctoral advisor and dismissed critiques of Parsons’
theory as trivial and irrelevant. However, it also revealed that Garfin-
kel, now forty-three years old, was not entirely in agreement with Par-
sons. As Rawls (2013: 310) suggests, Garfinkel criticized Parsons for
developing a theory of social action from the actor’s point of view that
loses both the interaction and the actor.

The second unpublished manuscript (1962) is a collection of ar-
ticles entitled Some Sociological Methods for Making Everyday Activities
Observable. It comprises eighteen chapters that discussed theoretical,
methodological, and empirical questions (Schegloft 1999). Some of the
chapters from this manuscript were later published in academic jour-
nals and in Garfinkel’s Studies in Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967a).
A number of these chapters, as well as different versions of Parsons’
Primer, circulate as gray, still unpublished literature among ethno-
methodologists.’

In 1967 Garfinkel published Studies in Ethnomethodology, the
book that ever since has defined ethnomethodology. While some of the
chapters in this book had largely been ignored when they were pub-
lished in academic journals, their publication in Studies stimulated vig-
orous, sometimes hostile debates at conferences and workshops (Coser
1975; Gellner 1975; Goldthorpe 1973), as well as a large number of
book reviews in major journals (Coleman, Bruyn, and Wallace 1968;
Busfield 1968; Swanson, Wallace, and Coleman 1968; Wilkins 1968).
While some berated Garfinkel as a “charlatan” and leader of a sect (Co-
ser 1975),* others considered ethnomethodology to be in intellectual
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opposition to Parsons” functionalism and the growth of quantitative
empirical social research. This polarization of ethnomethodology and
“traditional” or “conventional” sociology was reinforced by the some-
times polemical tone Garfinkel and his colleagues used in some of their
publications (Garfinkel and Wieder 1992; Garfinkel and Sacks 1970).
Up to the present day, textbooks of sociology consider ethnomethod-
ology as an important strand within the discipline, but see Garfinkel
and the ethnomethodologists as marginal and often characterize eth-
nomethodology inadequately, by arguing that Garfinkel ignores socio-
logical theory. In later chapters of this book, I discuss the relationship
of Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology to “traditional” sociological theories
and methods.

In the 1970s, Garfinkel spent sabbaticals in Manchester (1973),
Stanford (1975/76), and Oxford (1979/80).> During his sabbaticals he
further developed his approach to teaching and research in sociology
and became interested in studying the work practices of scientists.
Together with Michael Lynch and Eric Livingstone, Garfinkel estab-
lished the ethnomethodological studies of science that reveal the social
production of scientific discoveries (Garfinkel, Lynch, and Livingston
1981; Lynch, Garfinkel, and Livingston 1983). Drawing on his analysis
of the work of scientists, Garfinkel also developed a further interest in
the sociology of work and edited a book entitled Ethnomethodological
Studies of Work (Garfinkel 1986). This volume included an article that
he had previously published with Harvey Sacks (Garfinkel and Sacks
1970) and contributions by some of his students that were concerned
with the “praxeology™ of “work” in settings and domains that were
not conventionally considered work, such as Kung Fu training and the
hermeneutics of the occult.

After retiring from his chair at UCLA in 1987, Garfinkel contin-
ued his elaboration of the ethnomethodological program whereby his
analyses explored the relationship between “the perspective of ethno-
methodology;” as Benson and Hughes (1983) call it, and the sociologies
developed by Durkheim and Parsons. Publications deriving from this
work were designed to highlight that ethnomethodology is an “alter-
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nate” (not an alternative!) to traditional sociology. Traditional sociol-
ogy relies on a specific interpretation of Durkheim with which Garfin-
kel did not agree.

This critique of traditional sociology pervades Garfinkel’s publica-
tions. As time progressed, he increasingly highlighted his interpreta-
tion of Durkheim that, in his view, was closer to Durkheim’s original
writing than the interpretation generally disseminated in sociological
textbooks. For example, in Ethnomethodologys Program, Garfinkel
(1996, 2002) argued that it was not ethnomethodology, but sociology
that had removed itself from Durkheims program. He suggested that
traditional sociological research had created a vast corpus of literature
that now formed the basis for the “contemporary worldwide social sci-
ence movement” (Garfinkel 2002: 65); however, it was not helpful in
illuminating the phenomenon of social order that is at the heart of Dur-
kheim’s (and Parsons’) work because, as Garfinkel argued, it instead
generated theories and concepts that differed from people’s experience
of the life-world. To really understand social phenomena Garfinkel
claimed that it was necessary to adopt a sociological attitude. In his view,
this sociological attitude could not be acquired through conventional
methods of teaching and training or the reading of academic literature,
but it would require methods that allowed the student to experience
the production of social order first hand. For this purpose Garfinkel
(2002) developed tutorial exercises that made intelligible the fact that
social order is inherent to the production of every action.

As emeritus professor at UCLA, Garfinkel’s contribution to sociol-
ogy was recognized by various international institutions. In 1995, he
received the Cooley-Mead Award from the ASA Section Social Psy-
chology for Distinguished Scholarship (Maynard 1996) in 1998 he was
awarded an honorary doctorate from the University of Nottingham;
and in 2007 he received the EMCA Lifetime Achievement Award of the
ASA Section “Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis” He also
participated in international workshops and conferences organized by
Lucy Suchman at PARC (Xerox, Palo Alto), the ASA Section “Ethno-
methodology and Conversation Analysis,” and the “International Insti-
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tute of Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis.” Until his death
on April 21, 2011, Garfinkel maintained his interest in exploring the
social organization of the everyday. In doing so, he was concerned with
diverse phenomena that center upon the embodied practices through
which participants in concrete situations generate order.

Garfinkel’s empirical research was based on very detailed observa-
tions of everyday phenomena. For his analysis of these phenomena he
deployed a particular sociological attitude or a cognitive style that he
developed from the 1940s onwards. In the following chapter, I begin to
explore the development of this attitude by examining the emergence
of his intellectual and academic interest in sociological questions and
concerns.
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Chapter 2

Hitch-hiking to Sociology

In 1939 Garfinkel decided to study sociology at Chapel Hill, North
Carolina, after discussing his future with Morris Mitchell, who at the
time worked at the Columbia School of Education. Mitchell’s advice
to Garfinkel was to move to the Department of Sociology, which had
been established in 1920 by Howard Odum and where, since 1924, the
Institute for Research in Social Science had conducted very influen-
tial research into social inequality and interethnic relationships (Brazil
1988; Johnson 1955; Rawls 2002). Following Mitchell’s advice, Garfin-
kel decided to study in North Carolina and, from the Quaker summer
camp in Georgia, hitch-hiked directly to Chapel Hill to become a soci-
ologist (Rawls 2002).

On his arrival in Chapel Hill, Garfinkel went directly to How-
ard Odum’s home and told him that while he was without financial
means, he would like to study sociology with him. When talking about
the event with Anne Rawls, Garfinkel recalled that in response to his
question, Odum looked at him and said; “You are a New York Jew who
has come to the country. I'll support you” (Garfinkel in Rawls 2002:
11). Garfinkel obtained a stipend and fulfilled his dream of studying
sociology.

This chapter traces Garfinkel’s development as a sociologist up
to the submission and eventual publication of his master’s thesis. The
chapter begins with Garfinkel’s experiences of ethnic segregation in
North Carolina and his studies at Howard Odum’s Institute for Re-
search in Social Science. The discussion focuses on the short story
(1940)" Garfinkel wrote and published in the late 1930s and on his
master’s thesis.
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“Color Trouble”’—A Short Story

In the 1930s and 1940s, life in North Carolina and parts of the southern
states of the USA was characterized by ethnic segregation. On public
transportation, African Americans were only permitted to travel in the
backseats of public buses, and African American men were not allowed
to smile at white women, and certainly not allowed to establish per-
sonal relationships with them. Garfinkel, who himself had grown up
in an immigrant community, was sensitive to the problems that arose
from such regulations for people in the everyday. Based on personal
experiences, he wrote the short story “Color Trouble” in winter 1939,
which depicted his observations on a bus journey from Washington,
DC to Durham in North Carolina.?

At the heart of the story are various participants’ diverging per-
spectives on the only seemingly objective, normative order. The story
begins when the bus arrives on time in Petersburg (Virginia), one of
the stops on the journey. At this stop, a young black woman boards
the bus with a friend. The driver tells the pair, the two main actors in
the story, to take two seats at the back of the bus. The pair object to the
instruction and create a major argument that progressively escalates.

Because the driver is responsible for the timely arrival of the bus at
each destination, in cases of delays he needs to explain or account for
late departures and arrivals to his passengers and supervisors. One of
the accounts drivers routinely gave for delays was “color trouble.” The
drivers referred to “color trouble” as an account when their journeys
were delayed because non-white passengers resisted their instructions
to conduct themselves in particular ways. Color trouble arose when
drivers who asked African American passengers to sit at the back of
the bus were challenged by these passengers and asked to give reasons
for the request.

In Garfinkel’s short story, the driver of the bus refers to the legisla-
tion in Virginia where the bus has stopped. The pair persistently reject
the request of the driver, who then decides to call the police to help him
restore order on the bus and make sure he can continue his journey in
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a timely fashion. On arrival of the police, the driver once again refers
to the law to explain his request for the pair to move to the back of the
bus. The pair refer to a different normative order, namely the Ameri-
can constitution that, in their view, assures all citizens the same rights
including the right to freely choose where to sit on the bus. Moreover,
they point out that the seats the driver had asked them to sit in were
damaged. As the argument persists and time goes by, the other pas-
sengers become impatient and begin to complain about the delay to
their journey. The events continue and eventually arrive at crisis point
when the police decide to arrest the pair and take them away to the
police station.

Events like those in Garfinkel’s story were observed on a regular
basis in the American south of the 1930s, as Johnson (1941), Garfin-
kel's master’s thesis advisor said in an article, “Perhaps truth is stronger
than fiction!” (Johnson 1941: 95-96, Fn3). And indeed, a few years lat-
er civil disobedience contributed a great deal to the Civil Rights Move-
ment in the USA. In 1955, Rosa Parks refused to follow the instructions
of a bus driver in Montgomery (Alabama), triggering events that led to
a boycott of public transportation in Montgomery and a court hearing
that eventually declared the unequal treatment of ethnic groups by bus
companies in Alabama to be unconstitutional (Davis 1999).

Garfinkel wrote this story when he had just taken up his studies
in sociology. However, its analytic orientation already pointed to his
interest in the significance of accounts that actors produce in social
situations to provide explanations for their actions and those of oth-
ers, i.e.,, to explain the basis for the social order they experience and
accomplish (cf. Rawls 2002: 14). It also makes clear that in the same
situation, people might orient to and experience the social world in
very different ways causing a “clash of perceptions” (Garfinkel 1952:
269) that requires the pair, the passengers, the drivers, and the police
officers to give accounts that are designed to normalize the situation
(cf. Hama 2009).

As the story unfolds, the reader sees how color trouble is used as
an external institutional account to overwrite the reasonable request

31



Harold Garfinkel
The Creation and Development of Ethnomethodology

by the pair to be treated as equals among the other passengers (Rawls
2013). S/he then gets to observe how a particular social order, based
on an institutionally legitimized account, is practically instantiated and
exhibited: when passengers place their bodies in particular seats on the
bus in response to requests and demands by the driver or the police;
when the police physically remove the passengers from the bus to re-
store the social order they see instantiated in the state legislation; or
when the other passengers refer to the official time-table when display-
ing impatience about the bus delay. We can therefore see that already
in the early 1940s, Garfinkel showed his awareness for the power of
institutional accountability as embodied in the explanations given by
the driver and the police officers, and how this power can disrupt und
undermine the trust relationships between actors in ordinary interac-
tion. The driver can “enforce unjust rules about race without penalty to
himself” (Rawls 2013: 308).

The Social Order in Court

The content of the above story was related to the research that Howard
Odum and his colleagues conducted at the Department of Sociology at
the University of North Carolina. At the time, Odum was particularly
interested in interracial relations. His colleague Guy B. Johnson, who
advised Garfinkel on his studies, supported the young student’s inter-
est in sociology and introduced him to, among others, the sociology of
William I. Thomas. Garfinkel also concerned himself with the works
of Florian Znaniecki who had become famous for the book The Polish
Peasant in Europe and America (1920), which he had jointly published
with Thomas. Garfinkel particularly valued Znaniecki’s book Social
Actions (1936) and in reading it he became interested in developing
a sociological perspective that allowed him to study the perspective
actors themselves adopt in situations. He also read C. Wright Mills’
(1940) article “Situated actions and vocabularies of motive” and Ken-
neth Burkes (1992 [1945]) examination of theories of the attribution
of motives. These two authors, as well as Karl Mannheim, later became
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of particular importance for Garfinkel’s development of accounts and
of the documentary method of interpretation that I will discuss in the
chapter “What is Ethnomethodology?”

Guy B. Johnson invited Garfinkel to join a team of researchers to
work on one of his projects. The project was concerned with exploring
whether it could be shown that Whites and African Americans were
treated differently by the courts when accused of an offense. Johnson
doubted that it was sufficient to explain this statistical observation by
referring to social condemnation and economic discrimination against
African Americans. He investigated economic and social reasons for
the observation and argued that in the 1930s the African American
population often lived in ghettos and in ostracized economic condi-
tions. They were not permitted to participate fully in society and could
be indicted for actions that were seen as inoffensive when conducted
by white Americans. In one of his publications that already included
Garfinkels analysis, Johnson (1941) listed a number of incidents that
were considered public nuisances or even offenses, such as violations
of the segregation laws on buses and in other public areas. Together
with his research team, Johnson analyzed public statistics of such in-
cidents and drew the conclusion that the indictment and conviction
of people was systematically related to the participants’ ethnic back-
grounds. Johnson believed that the statistics obfuscated the organized
bias against African Americans in court, a bias that resulted from their
marginalization in US society.

In a later publication, Johnson and Johnson (1980: 141) describe
Garfinkel as “[A] young brilliant graduate student” who “wished to
pursue the question of race and homicide further” At the time there
were no official statistical data available that allowed to differentiate
homicide by categorizing them as “black killing black, black killing
white, white killing black, and white killing white” (Johnson and John-
son 1980: 140). Guy Johnson therefore encouraged Garfinkel to pur-
sue his interest. Garfinkel then “assembled data from court records,
coroners’ reports, and newspapers on all homicides (in ten counties in
central North Carolina) over a period of eleven years, by race, sex, and
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socioeconomic status of offenders and victims. He traced each indict-
ment through the judicial possibilities: nol pros, acquittal, conviction,
sentencing. ... All in all, Garfinkel made some of the most remarkable
tabulations of criminal statistics ever compiled” (Johnson and Johnson
1980: 141). His statistical analysis confirmed Johnson’s hypothesis and
“left no doubt as to the reality of differentials in the administration of
justice in terms of offender/victim categories of homicide” (Johnson
and Johnson 1980: 141).

Garfinkel, however, did not stop with the statistical analysis but
conducted “a personal and summary evaluation of actual trial situa-
tions” (1949: 376), which he witnessed in the courts that formed part
of his statistical investigation. He saw court hearings as “magical and
ritual” places that fulfill various functions that eventually allow “to ei-
ther absolve the desecrator of his stain or to require that the stain be
wiped out by appropriate punishment” (1949: 376). Their function was
to identify offenses and offenders and to provide the prosecution with
the means to use their authority to make decisions about the fate of
the indicted person; s/he was either acquitted or convicted in order to
restore social order in society (1949: 376).

His observations in the courts suggested that prosecutors and
judges apply a certain reasoning that underpins the social order of the
society of the day; “the processes of trial consist of activities oriented to
the reinstatement of desecrated communally sanctioned values” (1949:
376). Thereby, Garfinkel was interested in the accounts that were given
for prosecution and was able to at least give an indication of the re-
gard courts pay to the four types of cases. His qualitative analysis of
the courts’ accounts allowed him to explain why offenses committed
by African Americans against Whites were more often sentenced as
“murder” than in comparable cases of the other three categories. The
charge against an African American to have murdered a white person
was the first step to restoring the white value system. The status of the
act as “criminal” was already established at the beginning of the trial
(Garfinkel 1949: 377). As the court hearing that often ended with the
conviction for murder continued, “justice” as seen by the white com-
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munity was done (Garfinkel 1949: 376, 378). The explanations given
by judges and jurors when accounting for their decisions restored the
social order of society that had been threatened by the criminal offense.

Because the number of cases in Garfinkel’s collection was small,
he was unable to conduct a similarly detailed analysis of incidents
where white people were accused and convicted of the murder of
African Americans. However, he did study in some detail offenses
among Whites and offenses among African Americans. His analysis of
the crime statistics showed that in cases of the indictment of African
Americans, the accused were convicted for manslaughter, while in the
same kind of indictments, Whites often received lesser sentences or
were even acquitted (Garfinkel 1949: 370-375). Garfinkel furthermore
observed in court that, in these cases, the murder charge was pragmati-
cally made at the commencement of the court hearing (Garfinkel 1949:
380). It then became possible to arrive at a lesser charge and conviction
later, while this procedure would not be possible at a hearing with a
lesser charge at the beginning.

Differences in the procedure of court hearings where Whites and
African Americans were being charged were based on the accounts
that were given to determine the culpability of the accused (1949: 379).
When white people were being charged, a court looked for reasons and
motives for the offense; the white court could do this because it was
familiar with the living conditions of the white population. Garfinkel
claimed that in these cases

the circumstances in the lives of white offenders are familiar, legiti-
mately meaningful, acceptable or rejectable according to immediate-
ly understandable criteria, criteria which are closely circumscribed
by traditional interpretive schemata, familiar in the lives of bonafide
in-group members of a white moral community who had been do-
ing business at the stand of trouble for a long time (Garfinkel 1949:
379).

The court, therefore, could make fine distinctions when legitimiz-
ing charges and convictions. Because of the marginal status of African
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Americans and the contempt they faced in the white community (1949:
380), courts were not familiar with possible reasons and motives of the
offenses that an African American had committed and the search for
motives would be ridiculed (1949: 379). Therefore, when convicting a
white person for an offense, his living conditions and possible motive
were taken into consideration, while in the case of African Americans,
a court convicted the offender for pragmatic reasons.

These different perspectives to people’s actions that eventually had
the same result, i.e., the death of another human being, led to fewer
murder charges and convictions for accused Whites than African
Americans. The jurisdiction argued that white people could be ascribed
understandable motives for their offenses, while with African Ameri-
cans, one just could not be sure why they committed a certain offense.
Accounts for the convictions of African Americans who had killed a
white person described the action as “heinously criminal” (1949: 378)
and thus made the death penalty unproblematic.

Garfinkel’s analysis was based on a perspective that considered
charges and convictions as accounts, although Garfinkel was not yet us-
ing this term. This perspective allowed him to describe crime statistics
in new ways and to reveal that these statistics were failing to represent
the distribution of charges and convictions between White and Afri-
can American accused. Instead, by taking this perspective, charges and
convictions became descriptions of the social order that differentiated
between white people and African American accused (1949: 378). Gar-
finkel’s detailed observations in court, where convictions turned the
accused into criminals, allowed him to begin to conceive social order
in new ways. Rather than being an objective entity, Garfinkel regarded
social order as an accomplishment of the participants in court, includ-
ing judges, jurors, and prosecutors. A few years later, Garfinkel would
take up studying the social order in court again, and ever since then,
interaction in court has been of central concern to ethnomethodologi-
cal and conversation analytic research (cf. Burns 2005; Dingwall 2000;
Travers and Manzo 1997). So, already this early in his career, Garfinkel
was examining in detail the relationship between an established social
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order and the ways in which people account for that social order. Such
accounts can provide sociologists with an important resource to ex-
plain how actors in situations produce social order.

Johnson was very impressed with Garfinkel and his contribution
to the project. He not only thanks Garfinkel in a publication (1941)
that summarizes the key findings of the project but also encourages
him to publish his master’s thesis completed in 1942; “but Garfinkel,
ever the perfectionist, hesitated to see it published” and it was not until
after the war in 1949 that he summarized his study and published a pa-
per on the research in Social Forces (Johnson and Johnson 1980: 141).

Aside from studying for a master’s degree and participating in the
research project directed by Johnson, Garfinkel also became interested
in Gestalt psychology and Husserl's phenomenology. In fact, as Rawls
(2002: 14) writes:

[Wlhile Burke’s theory of accounts inspired Garfinkel to begin
studying the social production of accounts, and William I. Thomas
and Florian Znaniecki introduced him to the importance of the ac-
tor’s point of view, it was the courses in phenomenology at North
Carolina that led Garfinkel to consider the problem of recognizable

patterns of social events.

Garfinkel studied Schutz’s and Gurwitsch’s works and explored
how phenomenological concepts and ideas could be related to his so-
ciological studies. In particular, he became interested in the observ-
ability and intelligibility of social action. Over the following years, he
sharpened his perspective and turned his studies to the development
of a specific sociological perspective and the problem of social order.
What in 1939 had begun with a hitch-hike to North Carolina, where he
took up studying sociology, arrived at its completion in 1942: Garfinkel
successfully submitted his master’s thesis. Now he was a sociologist.
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Chapter 3

Sociology and Sociological Attitude

In December 1941 the USA entered World War II. When American
troops were deployed to Europe, Garfinkel enlisted in the US Air Force.
However, he was not sent abroad, but was given the task of training sol-
diers for tank combat in Europe. Without any tanks at his disposal to
practice combat, he relied on the reports of war correspondents and
photographs he found in magazines like Life when he prepared recruits
for the war in Europe (Rawls 2002: 15). While in the air force Garfin-
kel continued his studies of phenomenology, reading Husserl’s (2010)
Ideas: General Introduction to a Pure Phenomenonlogy and Farber’s
(2006 [1943]) The Foundation of Phenomenology, as well as Schutz’s
(1945b) essay “On Multiple Realities” (Psathas 2009; Rawls 2002).

After the war, Garfinkel returned to his studies of sociology. He
had his eyes set on Harvard, where Talcott Parsons was developing
his theories of society and social order. As Parsons’ doctoral student,
and influenced by his intensive studies of phenomenology and his so-
ciological training at Chapel Hill, Garfinkel began to explore Hobbes’
problem of social order that underlay Parsons’ work and started to de-
velop his own sociological attitude, i.e., a way of sociologically studying
social order that fundamentally differed from that of Parsons and other
contemporary (and now classic) sociologists.

In this chapter, I trace the development of Garfinkel’s sociological
perspective. I discuss in some detail a book recently edited by Anne Rawls
entitled Seeing Sociologically (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). This book is based
on a manuscript Garfinkel wrote in the early stages of his PhD research.
The detailed discussion of this book provides the background and basis
for the exploration of Garfinkel's doctoral dissertation in the following
chapter, and for understanding the particular sociological attitude that has
remained the cornerstone of the sociology he created later in his career.
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The Department of Social Relations at Harvard

Garfinkel’s decision to move to Harvard was based on contemporary
developments of sociology as an academic discipline in the USA.
While in post-war USA the Department of Sociology at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina was still of importance within sociology, more
innovative and influential developments were happening at Harvard,
where Talcott Parsons (Sociology), Gordon Allport (Psychology), and
Clyde Kluckhohn (Social Anthropology) had founded the Department
of Social Relations in 1946 (Homans 1984; Vidich 2000).

Parsons led the Department and shaped it to support his intellec-
tual ambitions for the development of a general theory of the social sys-
tem (Homans 1984; Vidich 2000).! From the start, Parsons understood
that such a theoretical effort required interdisciplinarity. He therefore
created an environment where the key figures in the various disciplines
were intellectually and administratively linked. Thus, he hoped to be
able to draw together and integrate the key theories and concepts from
these disciplines and develop a common language for the social scienc-
es (Vidich 2000). Parsons’ efforts to create an interdisciplinary research
center forged close connections between the Department of Social Re-
lations, where he worked with Pitirim Sorokin, Samuel Stouffer, Robert
Freed Bales, and George Caspar Homans; social anthropologists like
Clyde Kluckhohn and Barrington Moore; psychologists like Gordon
Allport, Richard Salomon, and Jerome Bruner; psychoanalysts like Ed-
ward G. Boring and the famous radical behaviorist Burrhus Frederic
Skinner. The interdisciplinarity of the Department of Social Relations
provided Parsons’ students with a multitude and variety of perspectives
and discussions in lectures and seminars (Homans 1984; Vidich 2000).

On Garfinkel’s arrival at Harvard in 1948, the Department of So-
cial Relations was still in the early stages of its development. He began
his doctoral research with students who later became influential figures
in American sociology, including Duncan MacRae, Bernard Barber,
Frank Sutton, Fred Strodtbeck, Hans Lucas Tauber, and Arthur J. Vid-
ich (Rawls 2007). In light of the theories and analyses that Parsons de-
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veloped, Garfinkel was particularly interested in further exploring the
question of social order. He also delved further into phenomenology
and the analyses of Alfred Schutz’s studies who, at the time, was teach-
ing at the Graduate Faculty of the New School for Social Research in
New York. Garfinkel used his reading of Husserl and Schutz to develop
his specific sociological attitude and methods that would later allow
him to investigate the question of social order from a novel perspective
(Garfinkel 2002).

Changing Perspectives: From Types to Practices

While at Harvard, Garfinkel discussed his ideas with Talcott Parsons
as well as with Aron Gurwitsch and Alfred Schutz. These discussions
helped Garfinkel to develop a novel perspective to address the ques-
tion: “How is social order possible?” This question’s origin is often as-
cribed to the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) and
is also seen as the foundational concern of sociology as a discipline.
Sociological textbooks such as Giddens’ (2009: xxi) Sociology return to
this question when they discuss the reason for the emergence of sociol-
ogy as an academic discipline and argue that “the transformations that
wrenched the industrializing social order of the West away from the
ways of life characteristic of preceding societies” led to the emergence
of academic sociological debates.

Prior to the emergence of sociology as an academic discipline,
numerous social philosophers like Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau (1712-1778) explored the “problem of social order” and the ten-
sions between egoism, which keeps people apart and self-oriented and
altruism, which encourages people to act for a greater societal good.
The solution to this problem was either seen in a supreme power that
keeps egoistical individuals in check (Hobbes) or in a “social contract”
that people silently agree with and thus allow for a peaceful living to-
gether (Rousseau). These questions were taken up by the early, now
classic, sociologists, such as Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber,
and Georg Simmel, who explored society at the turn of the twentieth
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century as it was subjected to a changing economic and political
landscape (Miinch 1994).

Garfinkel had experienced the problems of social order first hand
when growing up in a community marginal to the rest of US society:
“Jews were not considered White and accommodations were often not
open to them” (Rawls 2013: 308). He brought the marginality of his life
experience in the 1930s to the fore, when writing his short story “Color
Trouble” (Garfinkel 1940). When he moved to Harvard and joined Par-
sons Department of Social Relations as a doctoral student, Garfinkel
threw himself fully into the exploration of social order as a sociological
question. Although at this stage he had not decided how to address
the question, he already understood that it needed to be rephrased.
He proposed developing a way to explore the question by considering
social order as a concrete phenomenon, a “social fact” in Durkheim’s
sense that participants in social situations continuously generate in and
through their actions (Rawls 2002, 2003). His concern, therefore, was
to understand the participants’ perspective of social situations (Psathas
2004; Rawls 2007).

Parsons and Schutz addressed the sociological question of social
order in two ways: First, they conceived it as a problem of sociologi-
cal description, i.e., they explored ways in which it was possible to
investigate and then describe appropriately, or in Schutz’s (1943) ter-
minology “adequately”, the social world actors inhabit. Second, they
conducted largely theoretical studies of the social world to understand
and describe its social order. Both Schutz and Parsons took Max We-
ber’s ([1948]1998) concept of social action as the starting-point for
their studies and the question of how the social sciences could arrive at
historically comparable data and scientifically founded propositions or
descriptions. For this purpose, Weber developed the concept of ideal
types and differentiated four types of action: goal-rational, value-ratio-
nal, traditional, and affectual. These ideal types are theoretical types
or analytic categories that cannot be found in reality. In Weber’s sense,
these analytic types were constructed to help sociologists differentiate
and describe social phenomena and compare them over time. They can
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be deployed for intercultural and historical comparisons of societies
and social arrangements.

Parsons largely agreed with Weber’s arguments (1937). He also was
convinced that sociologists required analytic tools to study social order
in an otherwise seemingly disorganized social world. However, Parsons
considered Weber’s ideal types as insufficient for sociologists to make
historically comparable propositions on the relationship between ac-
tor and situation. He developed a complex scheme of distinctions that,
taken together, could be used to capture and analytically describe how
the actor orients to the situation. This scheme of distinctions, known as
pattern variables, (Parsons 1951; Parsons 1960; Parsons and Shils 1952)
is comprised of a system of five contrast pairs: affectivity and affective
neutrality; self-orientation and collective-orientation; universalism
and particularism; ascription and achievement; and specificity and dif-
fusion. The sociologist can use these pattern variables to interpret the
relationship between an actor, such as a human individual, an insti-
tution, or a cultural system, with situations.” They can be understood
as Parsons’ attempt to develop an analytical concept that sociologists
could deploy to systematically investigate actors” orientation to a situ-
ation (Miinch 1981, 1982).

Thus, Parsons’ pattern variables are a system of general categories
that sociologists can use to describe the social world from the point of
view of the researcher who uses this analytic scheme. They are an ana-
lytic tool for social scientists to see order in a world that from their so-
cial-scientific perspective looks contingent and unintelligible and which
therefore a sociologist would find difficult to “objectively” describe in a
traditional sense of the word. As we have seen above with Weber, the an-
alytic base of these categories enables sociologists to arrive at historically
and interculturally comparable descriptions of the social world. Yet the
comparability of the social-scientific descriptions of the situation is tied
to the scheme of distinctions deployed by the researcher and therefore
differs from the way in which the actor orients to the situation.

Schutz was critical of analytic systems such as the ones proposed by
Weber and Parsons. From a phenomenological perspective he argued
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that such theoretical concepts failed to understand actors’ orientation
and experience of the social world (Endress 2009). He suggested that
Parsons’ theory did not resolve the problem of adequate sociological
descriptions of social situations, i.e., the relationship between analytic
descriptions and people’s experience of the social world. Schutz there-
fore proposed to differentiate between the perspective of the actor; the
perspective of the observer in the everyday; and the perspective of the
social scientific observer (Schutz 1953), or in his words, “first order
constructs,” “second order constructs, and “third order constructs”
By deploying this phenomenological method, Schutz (1945a&b) inter-
preted the processes through which the actor in the everyday produces
meaningful action, thus addressing Weber and Parsons’ failure to pro-
vide methods to understand the actor’s point of view. In other words,
Schutz’s argument implied a critique of Parsons’ failure to see “that a
theory of social action primarily has to answer questions concerning
the ‘pragmatic constitution of the social person’ and its intersubjec-
tive framing and interrelation” (Endress 2009: 387). Or, to use Schutz’s
words:

[N]owhere in your theory do you deal with the specific social catego-
ries of acting and mutual interaction, with the problem of the frame
of reference relative to the alter ego towards which the actor’s own
actions are oriented and within which the alter ego interprets the
actor’s action (Schutz in Grathoff 1978: 104 in Endress 2009: 387).2

Schutz proposed to analyze social order by shedding the reliance
on analytic categories created by social scientists and instead elaborat-
ing on the types that actors themselves use when they make sense of
situations. He particularly concerned himself with Weber’s concept of
ideal types and revised it in such a way that it could be used to under-
stand the actor’s point of view and actors’ use of typologies of objects,
events, actions etc. in concrete situations. Schutz argued that while
people might encounter unfamiliar situations, they were still able to
act and interact in them by using such actor-generated typologies. In
his studies, therefore, these actor-generated typologies replaced the
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normative basis that underlay Parsons’ pattern variables and concept
of social order. While Parsons had argued that actors’ actions are based
on internalized norms, Schutz, according to Endress (2009: 387), “in-
sists on the difference between intersubjective norms and their subjec-
tive internalization or appropriation”

While Parsons had removed social scientists from the perspec-
tive of the everyday to adopt a perspective where sociologists could
produce historically comparable propositions by deploying a general
analytic system, Schutz’s sociology remained on the level of the every-
day. He argued that like the actor in social situations, sociologists rely
on typologies to describe the everyday. In this view, sociologists cre-
ate and use second order constructions to analyze the structures of the
everyday. The propositions derived from this perspective remain “ad-
equate” because they are not based on general theories, concepts, and
categories like Parsons’ pattern variables; rather, they directly relate to
the typologies that actors use in concrete situations.

The difference between Parsons’ and Schutz’s perspectives be-
comes apparent when considering the different ways in which the two
scholars considered the relationship between norms, rules, and action.
While Parsons regarded norms and rules as a basis for action, Schutz
viewed them as a resource that actors develop when they deploy typol-
ogies of situations. Schutz proposed to take into account the subjective
perspective of the actor and to explore the motives that actors use when
orienting to and acting in situations. He argued that meaning in situa-
tions was contingent and subject to continuous change, constituted in
the “here and now.” By adopting this perspective developed by Schutz,
it becomes problematic to generate objective propositions concerned
with the social scientific understanding of actions. Schutz therefore de-
veloped a keen interest in further exploring the question of adequate
social scientific descriptions of the everyday that were also historically
comparable.

In his book Phenomenology of the Social World (Schutz 1967b
[1932]) and in the posthumously published Structures of the Life World
(Schutz and Luckmann 1974) Schutz developed a terminology to
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characterize the perspective he suggested sociologists should adopt,
including concepts of spatial, temporal, and social distance; the bio-
graphical situation; the elements of the stock of knowledge; subjective
system of relevances; the reciprocity of perspectives; and congruency
of relevance systems that are designed to address such issues. Like
Parsons, Schutz was primarily concerned with the development of a
matrix (Luckmann 1973; Eberle 1984, 2008; Eberle and Hitzler 2000)
that could be used to explicate the invariant everyday structures of the
life-world.

Garfinkel’s Sociological Attitude

In 1948, Garfinkel wrote a manuscript entitled “Prospectus for an ex-
ploratory study of communicative effort and the modes of understand-
ing in selected types of dyadic relationships.” At the time of writing the
text, Garfinkel was aware of the risk that his concept of social order
might be likened to the then-influential behaviorist theories developed
by John B. Watson since the late nineteenth century and Burrhus E
Skinner, who was one of the key members of the Department of So-
cial Relations at Harvard when Garfinkel took up his studies there. He
therefore refrained from using the term “interaction” in the title of the
manuscript and replaced it with “communication” to ensure the rela-
tionships between the actions he described were not seen as driven by
a stimulus-response mechanism (Rawls 2006).

The manuscript was an attempt by Garfinkel to formulate a plan
for his doctoral dissertation. In the end, he never came to write this
doctoral dissertation and the manuscript remained unpublished for
decades. Only a few students and colleagues, such as Erving Goffman
and Harvey Sacks, read and commented on the text before its publica-
tion by Anne Rawls in 2006 with the title Seeing Sociologically.

In Seeing Sociologically, Garfinkel developed a specific sociological
attitude for sociologists to deploy when analyzing social reality. This
attitude rendered Schutz’s differentiation of natural attitude and scien-
tific attitude superfluous. In a letter to Schutz, Garfinkel mentioned his
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manuscript titled “Notes on the sociological attitude” (Psathas 2004:
17) that seems to bear similarities to Seeing Sociologically. In the let-
ter, Garfinkel explained how, in his view, the manuscript was based
on Schutz’s writings, in particular his essay “On Multiple Realities”
(Schutz 1945b). Schutz responded to Garfinkel in a letter in which he
agreed with the then young student concerning the differentiation be-
tween natural and scientific attitude (Psathas 2004: 17). He also liked
the concept of a sociological attitude that Garfinkel developed in the
manuscript, but would have preferred to call it “the attitude of the so-
ciologist” (Schutz in Psathas 2004: 17). Schutz encouraged Garfinkel in
his studies by describing the study of the practical decision making and
the methods used by the sociologist to uncover them as an “undiscov-
ered treasure island” (Psathas 2009: 423-424), a field of research that
promised interesting findings.

Garfinkel recognized Schutz’s efforts to adequately describe the
social world from the actor’s perspective. However he argued that
Schutz’s as well as Parsons’ studies would not allow the sociologist to
describe social reality from the actor’s point of view. They both relied
on the distinction between the social scientist and the everyday actor’s
perspective. Therefore, in the end, they would both arrive at descrip-
tions of social reality from a sociologist’s perspective that fundamen-
tally differs from that of the actor in actual situations. He considered
Parsons’ approach as reliant on the view that the application of rational,
scientific methods would make social scientific descriptions superior
to the viewpoint and description offered by the everyday perspective.
In Parsons’ view, Garfinkel suggested, social scientists would need to
further develop and improve their methods of analysis and descrip-
tion, but basically they were on the right track.

Schutz challenged Parsons by highlighting the differences between
the social and natural sciences and argued for a shift in focus that re-
quired social scientists to explore the social world from the perspec-
tive of the everyday actor. By drawing on Husserl's phenomenology,
Schutz explicated how the “attitude” or “cognitive style” (Schutz 1945b)
that actors adopt in concrete situations defined actions produced in
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the everyday. The specific cognitive style, Schutz argued, was brought
to bear by actors in a situation and thus defined how they oriented to,
experienced, and acted in that situation (Schutz 1945b). For Schutz the
postulate of adequacy demanded that

[E]ach term in a scientific model of human action must be construct-
ed in such a way that a human act performed within the life-world
by an individual actor in the way indicated by the typical construct
would be understandable for the actor himself as well as for his fel-
low-men in terms of common-sense interpretation of everyday life
(Schutz 1943, 1945b).

Garfinkel (2006 [1948]) was dissatisfied with Schutz’s concept of
adequate description and his approach of exploring social order, or
as Schutz and Luckmann (1974) later called it “The structure of the
life-world” In his view, Schutz’s approach still implied a superiority of
the scientific perspective over the perspective of the everyday actor.
Garfinkel argued that Schutz was unable to explain how to understand
the relationship between everyday and scientific descriptions. As this
relationship remained unexplained by Schutz, he would ultimately
produce social scientific descriptions that necessarily differed from
the ways in which actors in concrete situations would experience and
make sense of them (Eberle 2008).

Garfinkel (2006 [1948]) suggested that the scientific and natural
attitudes to the everyday were fundamentally different. Actors in the
everyday would conduct themselves in situations by pragmatically de-
ploying a particular cognitive style and a pragmatic orientation to the
task in hand, while social scientists were concerned with producing
scientific descriptions of the everyday.* In Garfinkels view, Schutz was
trying to use the analysis of the life-world to develop concepts that so-
cial scientists could use to interpret the actor’s perspective in situations.
As far as Garfinkel was concerned, this concept of social scientific anal-
yses was not radical enough because, like Parsons’ pattern variables,
Schutz’s analysis of the life-world was based on generic categories that
formed the basis for social scientific descriptions. These descriptions
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idealized the everyday rather than helping understand the actual natu-
ral attitude that actors bring to bear in concrete situations.

Garfinkel accepted that Parsons and Schutz had developed very
interesting and innovative ways to understand the social order of the
everyday. However, he suggested radicalizing their positions further
in order to arrive at truly adequate descriptions of the everyday. For
this purpose, it was necessary for both scholars to give up the assump-
tion that scientific descriptions were superior to everyday descriptions,
because such a position would inevitably lead to idealizations that dif-
fered from practices in the everyday. Furthermore, the generation of
generic categories, classifications and typologies was grounded in the
specifics of the orientation that they adopted when developing such
concepts. Hence, it was impossible to arrive at historically comparable
propositions: “[...] there are still ontological elements in the meanings
of the structures he [Schutz] proposed—in this case a scientific ontol-
ogy—which would mean in turn that the break with ethnocentrism
had been incomplete” (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]: 137). Garfinkel argued
that social scientists could only overcome this problem by giving up
the scientific idealization of the everyday (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]: 135-
137); the social scientist would need to look for the social order of the
everyday in the actors” practical actions, rather than in concepts of the
order of actions.

Garfinkel conducted his discussion of Parsons and Schutz in order
to develop a specific sociological attitude that social scientists could use
to describe social reality. He suggested avoiding scientific idealizations
of the everyday and producing descriptions of the everyday that, at the
same time, had a scientific character and were viewed as adequate by
the participants. Such descriptions therefore needed to be based on the
cognitive style that the actors in the situation adopt when “working” in
the everyday (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]: 132-145). In Garfinkel’s view it
was only possible to produce such descriptions when the researcher
embedded him/herself (as far as possible) in the situation. Thus s/he
would be able to acquire and appropriate the knowledge and compe-
tencies that actors deploy in the everyday. For Garfinkel, therefore, it
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was necessary for the sociologist to adopt the orientation and attitude
of the participant in the situation so that the embodied knowledge of
the participant became intelligible for her/him. Attempts to deploy a
scientific orientation and attitude as well as scientific techniques, such
as typologies and classifications, to make sense of the everyday could
not succeed.’

Garfinkel therefore rejected the assumption that participants’
natural attitude could be reconstructed by deploying a scientific at-
titude. He argued that social scientists relied on such a scientific at-
titude when they were describing everyday situations based on theo-
retical constructs derived from a scientific attitude. In his view, social
scientists worked with the presupposition that social scientific theories
and methods would allow them to produce objective descriptions. Yet
such an approach to the description of the everyday created myths and
theories that already existed in society. Garfinkel further suggested
that social scientists often treated social reality just like everyday actors
who also relied on theories and methods (Psathas 2009). Therefore,
social scientific descriptions that were not grounded in a sociological
attitude, i.e., an attitude based on the lived experience of the situation,
remained “inadequate” (Rawls 2006: 92, Fn. 11). For Garfinkel, the
critical question was how the sociological attitude could be deployed
to create descriptions of the everyday that the actors themselves could
treat as adequate.

Garfinkel therefore suggested that sociologists should give up con-
ventional methods of analysis and adopt a different perspective on the
everyday that allows for the production of adequate descriptions of
the everyday. He later characterized the requirement for descriptions
based on this sociological attitude as unique adequacy (Garfinkel and
Wieder 1992). The unique adequacy postulate “radicalized” (Eberle
1984) Schutz’s proposition to prioritize the perspective of the actors in
social situation when producing descriptions of the everyday. Unique
adequacy implied that it was insufficient to imaginatively take the per-
spective of the actor, as argued by symbolic interactionists and others.
Instead, it was necessary for the researcher to practically undertake,
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and thus understand, the actors” actions. When Garfinkel talked about
the sociological attitude he was talking about more than an intellectual
change of perspectives. In this sociological attitude he saw a funda-
mentally different concept of sociology in general, and the sociology
of knowledge in particular. It therefore is wrong to subsume Garfinkel
and ethnomethodology under the interpretivist research tradition, as
many commentators and textbooks have done (Denzin 1969; Rogers
1983). In later chapters, I pursue Garfinkel’s development of his sociol-
ogy. In the remainder of this chapter, I explore Garfinkel’s proposal to
change the sociological approach to study society by investigating his
studies of the “phenomenon of social order”

The Phenomenon of Social Order

Garfinkel developed the notion of sociological attitude by examining
the theories of Parsons, Schutz and pragmatism®, as well as other con-
temporary approaches. The study of these theories and approaches to
sociology allowed him to develop the program of research that later
became known as ethnomethodology. Therewith, Garfinkel conceived
social order in a way that fundamentally differed from that pervading
large parts of sociology. In his view, “[t]he term ‘social order’ is a title
for the problem of permanence and change as they are relevant to the
work day investigations and theorizings of social scientists” (Garfinkel
1952: 5).

In sociology, however, social order had only been treated as a theo-
retical problem. Parsons, for example, argued that in society the prob-
lem of social order was resolved by the existence of norms and values
that people acquired through socialization and education (Parsons
1951). Schutz, by contrast, proposed shifting the argument from a nor-
mative order of the social world to an order based on knowledge. In his
view, therefore, sociologists should explore different forms of knowl-
edge, as well as its distribution and use in social situations. In a cognate
way, Mead (1934) and Blumer (1969), the founders of symbolic inter-
actionism, considered social order to be based on social interaction. In

51



Harold Garfinkel
The Creation and Development of Ethnomethodology

their view, social order was achieved when actors took the perspective
of the other, thus creating a shared definition of the situation. In this
view, social order became a reality lodged only in actors’ heads.

Garfinkel argued that Parsons and Schutz, as well as the interaction-
ists and Goffman, maintained a scientific perspective that was not suit-
able to describe social order as it was practically produced by actors in
concrete situations. He reasoned that sociological theories implied that
the social world was without order and that social scientific concepts
and methods were required to make order observable and intelligible.
Instead, in Seeing Sociologically, Garfinkel (2006 [1948]) proposed that
actions were organized and orderly and therefore intelligible to others.
In this view, social order exists in the social world independently from
the social scientific observer and is produced in and through partici-
pants’ actions. He argued that in order to understand how participants
produce social order, it is necessary to analyze the details of the produc-
tion of action. Garfinkel, therefore, was concerned with the production
and accomplishment of situated practices and with how participants
were able to orient in an intelligible way to each other’s action. He sug-
gested that through the design and production of their action, partici-
pants display a commitment to the situation at hand that allows others
to bestow trust in them and the situation. And based on this trust in the
other’s commitment and competence, participants align their actions
with each other and are able to ongoingly produce social order (Garfin-
kel 2008 [1952]; Heritage 1984; Watson 2009).

Garfinkel argued that the coherence of a situation was based on
the knowledge and competency that allowed actors to act in specific
situations in such a way that participants see actions as suitable and
in alignment with the emerging context.” In order to competently act
in social situations, actors are required to expend effort that generates
mutually recognizable and intelligible social situations. This communi-
cative effort is comprised of publicly observable exchanges of intelligible
bodily and oral actions. It is based not only on a social order that ex-
ists prior to the actions, but is also the location where the social order
becomes observable in and through the accomplishment and organiza-
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tion of actions. Furthermore, communicative effort involves not only
bodily and oral action, but also material and tangible action. Hence, the
term interactional effort appears to capture the “work” that participants
invest in social situations. However, Garfinkel refrained from using
the term “interaction” in his 1948 manuscript, because the term was
tainted by the contemporary behaviorists’ research he was aiming to
distance his project from.

In Garfinkel’s view, interaction work was sequentially organized,
making the meaning of actions observable and intelligible. By sequence
he was not referring to the temporally organized process of actions,
their serial occurrence, but to the meaningful interrelationship be-
tween actions. He argued that actions acquire their meaning by ori-
enting to prior and subsequent actions at the same time (Rawls 2006:
29-41). By virtue of the accomplishment of actions, actors confirm
their understanding of the prior action and prepare the basis for sub-
sequent actions (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]).® Interpretations of actions,
therefore, are not objects lodged in people’s heads, but are made ob-
servable by each subsequent action designed so that co-participants
are able to recognize its relationship to the prior action and are able to
produce the next action. Thus, each action becomes, as noted by Gar-
finkel (2006 [1948]: 180), an “experiment in miniature,” whose success
is instantiated by the co-participant’s next action.” And the meaning of
each action arises only in and through the next action.

The concept of communicative effort or interactional effort, already
developed by Garfinkel (2006 [1948]) prior to the completion of his
doctoral dissertation, has implications for the sociological approach
to meaning and intersubjectivity, as well as for the methods through
which sociologists investigate social order. The meaning of actions and
objects is accomplished in and through actions. It is not the product of
cognitive processes, but a practical achievement generated by actors
who deploy a “natural attitude” in specific situations. Intersubjectivity,
therefore, is not a presupposition of social interaction, but is a practi-
cal achievement produced in and through participants’ actions, as and
when they are accomplished.”’ The understanding of action and social
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order cannot be derived from interviews with the actors who partici-
pated in a situation rather, as far as possible, the sociologist needs to be-
come a member of the actual situation. Garfinkel criticized interview-
based research for relying on the assumption that the interviewee was
the same person who acted in the situation the interviewer questioned
her/him about. Instead, he had already argued in 1948 that identity
was coupled to specific situations and emerging actions. The actor who
acts in a situation is a different person than the interviewee, because
the cognitive style s/he deploys in the interview differs from the cogni-
tive style used in the situation under scrutiny. In Garfinkel’s view, the
perspectives of actors are linked to the specifics of the situation and
cannot be recovered through interviews. He emphasized his argument
by drawing on the case of the guard of the main entrance to a library
whose identity as a guard is not based on the attribution of a particular
role with given properties, but on his actions that make others treat
him as the guard of the library (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]: 110-114). What
makes the man a library guard cannot be reconstructed through in-
terviews about his work, thus the sociologist needs to understand the
practices that in specific circumstances make observable and intelli-
gible that the man is the guard of the library.

Garfinkel’s sociological perspective and focus on the situatedness
of practices entailed a revision of key sociological concepts, such as
role and group."" Contemporary sociologists like Linton (1936) attrib-
uted particular characteristics and motives that define their actions
to actors. They argued that this attribution allowed actors to “take the
role of the other” in social situations. This concept of role is based on
the assumption that motives and plans are characteristics actors have
internalized and bring with them when entering situations. Garfin-
kel, however, suggested that role identities are practical achievements
continuously accomplished in and through the production of actions.
They are not properties of people, but products of interactional effort."
In the same way, Garfinkel described groups as situated assemblies of
actors that are maintained as long as participants deploy their actions
in ways which display that they mutually orient to the situation in the
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same way. Thereby, actors deploy a cognitive style such that their ac-
tions become observable and intelligible as group actions.

Social order, identity, role, and group are practical achievements.
They are accomplished in and through participants’ actions that be-
come intelligibly observable as coherent and meaningful. In Seeing
Sociologically, Garfinkel (2006 [1948]) developed the basis for his pro-
gram of research that he later called ethnomethodology. At the time of
his development of ideas about the need to respecify key sociological
concepts, Garfinkel was strongly influenced by his intellectual engage-
ment with Schutz and phenomenology. This engagement with Schutz’s
social phenomenology is reflected in Garfinkel's doctoral dissertation
that he submitted to Harvard in 1952."
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Chapter 4

From Phenomenology
to Ethnomethodology

When Garfinkel began his doctoral studies at Harvard he was occupied
with the question of the possibility of social order and with developing
an analytic and methodological framework to approach the question
from the perspective of the actor. He had rejected concepts that con-
ceived of social order as a cognitive process lodged in actors’ heads. Yet
he also was sensitive to the risk that if he were to focus his research on
action, his studies might be seen and criticized for being behaviorist
(Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). He believed that sociologists could examine
the basis for social order and devised a research project for his doc-
toral dissertation to pursue this interest. For the purpose of the project
he continued his analysis of Parsons” and Schutz’s concepts of the so-
cial world. In this chapter, I discuss Garfinkel’s doctoral dissertation in
some detail and investigate its contribution to the later development of
ethnomethodology (cf. Koschmann 2012a).

As a doctoral student of Talcott Parsons, Garfinkel studied at the
Department of Social Relations in Harvard, where the future of social
scientific research was seen in the deployment of surveys and statistical
methods to gather and analyze data. To obtain approval for his doc-
toral research project, Garfinkel was relying on the support of Parsons
and of the PhD examination committee at Harvard. It would have been
unwise for the still-young sociologist to propose a project that solely
used research methods and techniques that his doctoral advisor or the
eminent scientific community at Harvard would not approve. He chose
the statistician Frederick Mosteller as his second doctoral advisor and
began a research project that, through experimental methods, produced
statistical data he then subjected to careful analysis. The well-known so-
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cial scientist, Samuel Stouffer (1906-1960), then Director of the labora-
tories of the Department of Social Relations, allowed Garfinkel access
to the facilities and supported him in the experiments. Thus, Garfinkel
not only made use of the departmental facilities, but also gained the
support of key figures in the Department whom he would need to suc-
cessfully complete his unusual doctoral research project (Rawls 2002).

Theory of Correspondence and Theory of Congruence

Aside from his PhD advisors and the support in the Department, Gar-
finkel remained in close contact with Alfred Schutz and Aron Gur-
witsch throughout his doctoral research. In evening seminars in New
York, Garfinkel discussed with them the phenomenological questions
that he addressed in his research. Garfinkel arrived at the conclu-
sion that it was critical to first develop a sound sociological perspec-
tive before embarking on his research project. He was convinced that
whatever perspective he chose for his project would also determine its
results and implications. Hence, Garfinkel's PhD dissertation began
with an extensive explanation of the viewpoints that Parsons and
Schutz deployed in their work when exploring the question of social
order. Starting with this discussion, Garfinkel developed his own per-
spective that formed the basis for the experiments he conducted and
analyzed as part of his dissertation (Garfinkel 1952).

Garfinkel argued that Parsons and Schutz proposed two funda-
mentally different concepts of social science in their analysis of social
reality. It is worthwhile remembering here that in the 1930s, sociol-
ogy was still a young discipline and sociologists, therefore, worked
hard to differentiate their theories and research from psychology,
history, economics, and political science. Durkheim’s (1982 [1895])
The Rules of Sociological Method, for example, can be read as a book
that differentiates sociology from psychology by providing a frame-
work for an empirical social science. In The Structure of Social Action
Parsons (1937) contributed to these debates. Although in this book
he developed a voluntaristic' theory in a review of Schelting’s (1934)
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book on Max Weber’s (1998 [1948]) Methodology of Social Sciences,
Parsons highlighted that, “there is a methodological core common
to all empirical science, no matter what its concrete subject matter”
(Parsons in Heritage 1984: 19). Furthermore, he advocated a social
science that produced “generalized laws characteristic of natural sci-
ence” (Heritage 1984: 19). His subsequent theoretical developments,
therefore, should be seen as advances in the “construction of a socio-
logical science” (Heritage 1984: 20). For this purpose, Parsons devel-
oped his pattern variables (Parsons 1960; Parsons and Shils 1952) as
a general analytic scheme that could be used to analyze actors’ “sub-
jective” orientations to a given situation and to make the findings of
this analysis comparable. Parsons deployed this analytic classification
scheme in the hope that it would enable him to develop a theoretical
basis for the social sciences (Heritage 1984: 20).

From here on, the question arose for Parsons to explain how sub-
jective value orientations, as described by the pattern variables, could
be aligned to enable the emergence of social order. As he further devel-
oped his theoretical work, Parsons’ response to the question of social
order was that actors would internalize value patterns that guide or
determine their action. In Parsons’ theory, therefore, social order is the
product of a system of values external to, but lodged in, the minds of
actors. Actors have no influence on these values, but internalize and
act in response to them (Heritage 1984: 22). In his Studies Garfinkel
(1967b: ix) praised Parsons’ work and described it as, “awesome for the
penetrating depth and unfailing precision of its practical sociological
reasoning on the constituent tasks of the problem of social order and
its solutions” Later in Studies, however, Garfinkel sharply criticized
the Parsonian framework without providing detailed theoretical argu-
ments against it. Such a critical assessment of Parsons’ work, however,
can be found in his PhD dissertation.

In his dissertation Garfinkel differentiated between two distinct
theoretical perspectives that at the time of his writing were deployed
by social scientists, namely the theory of congruity adopted by Schutz
and the theory of correspondence adopted by Parsons. Before turning to
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Garfinkel’s discussion of Schutz’s proposal to study social reality, I first
explore Parsons’ approach. The theory of correspondence that under-
pins Parsons’ work implies a fundamental, not-removable difference
between the experienced object and the concrete object (Garfinkel
1952: 93). In Memo #3 published in Toward a Sociological Theory of
Information Garfinkel (2008[1952]: 126) writes:

The correspondence theory makes a separation between the real
world and the subjective interpretation of the real world. The sepa-
ration is such that there are on the one hand concrete objects in all
their fullness and on the other a conceptual representation of these
objects, which in abstracting certain features from them presents the

scientist with a faded reproduction.

In this view, the observer is never able to grasp the concrete object,
i.e., the Kantian “Ding-an-sich,” because the perception and descrip-
tion of the world rely on systems of reference that organize the world
(Miinch 1981, 1982). These analytic categories, theories, and concepts
never entirely match reality, but necessarily remain approximations.
By using rational-scientific methods, the observer is able to come very
close to, but never quite achieve, descriptions that are congruent with
reality. Such scientific descriptions use language, signs, and symbols
to represent reality in a way that comes as close to reality as possible.
Parsons regarded these scientific descriptions that are derived by using
rational-scientific methods as superior to the accounts produced by ac-
tors in the everyday. For example, in his view, the social scientist can
use research methods and thereupon differentiate the character of ac-
tions as rational, affectual, traditional, or habitual. Thereby, in Parsons’
view, the use of rational-scientific methods guarantees the validity of
the scientific descriptions of action.

When developing his social-scientific perspective Parsons started
with the assumption that there is only one reality that the scientific
observer and the everyday actor grasp in different ways, because they
use different methods when approaching it. Both their perspectives of
the world exist independently from each other, yet in Parsons’ theory,
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the world-view of the scientific observer comes closer to reality than
the perspective of the actor, which is unspecified and varied; in other
words, “messy.” Thus, the scientific perspective of the social world is
a better approximation of it than the one deployed by the actor in the
everyday. Parsons developed a (rational-scientific) framework that al-
lowed the social scientist to bring order to the “messiness” of the social
world. This framework was designed to answer the question of “how is
social order possible?”

The example of Parsons’ concept of social order is a good place from
which to start to understand Garfinkel’s (1952) critique of Parsons’
social-scientific perspective. With regard to the possibility of social or-
der in the everyday, Parsons suggested beginning with the assumption
that a mechanism is required that aligns the diverging perspectives of
everyday actors. He implied that without such a mechanism to precede
the emergence of cooperation, it is impossible to understand how ac-
tors are able to avoid conflict. The mechanism that Parsons saw at work
in social relationships is a “shared symbolic system” (Parsons 1951;
Parsons and Shils 1952) to which actors mutually orient, while expect-
ing others to do the same.

Garfinkels (1952; Heritage 1984: 7-74) critique of Parsons’ concept
was principally threefold: First, in his view, the preference for scientifical-
ly rational action over the production of reasonable, mundane action in
ordinary circumstances led to an understanding of social situations de-
fined by shared norms and values. Second, Parsons’ assumption that the
internalization of norms and values defines social action stood in con-
tradiction to the perfectly reasonable and rational accounts people them-
selves gave when explaining actions they had conducted in particular
situations. Third, even if there were a shared symbolic system of norms
and values, it would not be able to define how actions were conducted.
In Memo #3 published in Toward a Sociological Theory of Information,
Garfinkel also highlights that because in the view of the correspondence
theory the scientific observer preselects features he will look for in the
world he risks becoming “a mute observer who can see the concrete ob-
ject but cannot tell what it is” (2008 [1952]: 127).
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Because Parsons prioritized the scientific over the actor’s perspec-
tive, he described the actor’s subjective point of view by using objective
categories. He “reconstructs the experiences of the actor by utilizing
‘subjective categories’ such as ‘end, ‘means, and ‘conditions” (Hama
2009: 441). Garfinkel (1952: 100), on the other hand, argued that the
scientific observer would need to look inside actors’ heads to identi-
fy their motives. In doing so, he drew on Schutz’s phenomenological
analyses, which suggested that “[A]ll normative values [...] are inter-
pretable as systems of in-order-to or because motives, to the extent
that the subjective point of view of all these phenomena is retained”
(Grathoff 1978: 35-36 in Hama 2009: 441). The in-order-to motives,
i.e.,, the ends and goals of action, are only available to the actor who is
not identical with the observer. Schutz’s (1945b) argument about the
relationship between normative values and the system of in-order-to
and because motives therefore implies an understanding that there are
multiple realities, including the world of the actor and the world of the
scientific observer. In the aforementioned Memo #3, Garfinkel (2008
[1952]: 129) writes: “The question for this theory, then, is not one, as
it is in the correspondence theory, of what is the objective world and
what is objective knowledge, but is rather, what are the varieties of ob-
jective worlds and what are the varieties of objective knowledge”

In his doctoral dissertation Garfinkel (1952: 117) explained the
differences between the perspectives deployed by Parsons and Schutz
by using the example of a person who wished to travel as quickly as
possible from Harvard Square to Park Street in Cambridge (Massa-
chusetts). How could it be explained that the actor decided to walk
rather than travel by subway? Parsons would argue that the actor would
gather information about the possible ways of traveling between the
two locations and base her/his rational decision on this information.
If the actor arrived at a decision that contradicts the rational, scien-
tific criteria, then this would be attributed to her/his ignorance and
irrational features in the process that led her/him to the decision. The
rational decision would be to use the subway as it takes the least time.
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In Parsons’ phenomenology, therefore, “a community between the ac-
tor and the observer” (Garfinkel 1952: 110-111) is possible because,
in principle, the actor can rely on the same rational methods that the
observer deploys. By contrast, in Schutz’s view, such a community be-
tween the actor and observer is not possible, because an actor facing
such a situation would not deploy “objective” criteria, but rather her/
his own rationalities to arrive at a decision about which route to take.
In other words, the actor in the Schutzian phenomenology acts within
the natural attitude, while the observer brings to bear the attitude of
the scientist, which fundamentally differs from that of the actor and is
designed to produce second order descriptions of the everyday. There-
fore, while Parsons’ scientific observer would consider the decision to
walk as “irrational,” Schutz proposed to examine the mundane knowl-
edge and competences the actor uses when making the decision, with-
out, however, giving up the distinction between first order and second
order descriptions.

For Parsons there was only one reality. Together with Edward
Shils, Parsons (1952: 103) therefore argued that “a book is primarily a
cultural or symbolic object, not the paper, ink, and covers, which pri-
marily makes the book into an object of orientation.” Within his theo-
retical framework, the common view of a book as a cultural object is
guaranteed by the normative standardization of culture. The intersub-
jectivity and shared knowledge implied in this framework are facili-
tated by communication that uses a common system of symbols. The
meaning of things, therefore, is fixed and socially agreed upon prior to
the emergence of social situations and it is embodied through language
that maintains a correspondence between names and things (Heritage
1984: 29).

Garfinkel highly valued Parsons’ work and praised it in his Stud-
ies as well as in other writings, such as the unpublished manuscript
Parsons’ Primer (Garfinkel 1960). Yet he had fundamental reservations
about Parsons’ view that the scientific perspective and scientific knowl-
edge about the social world was superior to that of the actor. In Gar-
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finkel’s view, Parsons’ argument that “knowledge is evaluated in terms
of its agreement with the ‘facts of the situation’ as determined by the
scientific observer” (Heritage 1984: 29) was flawed and needed to be
corrected to capture social order as it presents itself to actors in the
social world. In Memo #3 (2008 [1952]: 127) he argued that such a
social-scientific perspective “can easily lead to something that might be
called the fallacy of imposed order”

For the correction of Parsons’ concept of the relationship between
actor and situation Garfinkel (1952) drew on Schutz’s social phenom-
enology. He (1952: 97) proposed to call Schutz’s perspective a theory of
congruency. From this perspective, the way in which an object is per-
ceived and experienced is what the object is for the perceiver in this
very moment; the experienced object and concrete object are the same.
Therefore, different observers may see the world in different ways. The
result is a “plurality of worlds” (Garfinkel 1952: 97) with people act-
ing with different attitudes, motivations, etc. From this perspective a
book has different meanings for different people in different situations.
As Schutz said, in response to Parsons’ suggestions that people, having
internalized norms and values, would see a “book” as a cultural and
symbolic object: “[N]ot for the bibliophile or librarian or bookseller”
(Schutz in Endress 2009: 382). Within this framework, therefore, there
is not one reality but multiple realities (Schutz 1945b) and multiple
meanings of objects, people, and action that are constituted by deploy-
ing particular attitudes and orientations to the world.

Schutz’s analyses were concerned with exploring how, in the so-
cial world, actors constitute objects on the basis of their knowledge
about them and the relevance these objects have for them in specific
situations. He investigated actors” orientation to the world as well as
the shared stock of knowledge and the system of relevances they bring
to bear in creating an intersubjective experience of the world (Schutz
1945b). He took into consideration that situations vary in their orga-
nization and require actors to quickly realize how to act within them.
While Parsons had argued that situations are defined a priori based on
a shared cultural value system and internalized norms, Schutz high-
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lighted the contingency of situations and the inevitability of the con-
tingency of shared understanding. Social order, therefore, becomes a
cognitive problem that Schutz referred to when suggesting that actors
deploy types and typologies to make sense of, and act in, contingent
circumstances. These typologies reflect the knowledge actors use to
produce, maintain, define, and question the organization of a shared
order (Garfinkel 1952: 114).

Because people’s ability to act in the social world relies on knowl-
edge of that world, social scientists who use the theory of congruency
investigate the structuring of people’s experience of the social world.
Schutz provided a framework to study the stock of knowledge and sys-
tem of relevances that actors deploy in particular circumstances. Rath-
er than beginning with assumptions about the rationality of actions,
Schutz was concerned with the organization of the stock of knowledge
and with how this stock of knowledge becomes observable and intel-
ligible in the social world. In this theoretical framework, rationality is
not only a property of science but also of the everyday itself. Because
the rationality of the everyday fundamentally differs from the scien-
tific rationality, the perspective of a social scientific observer is unsuit-
able for understanding how actors themselves experience the everyday
(Schutz 1943).

Garfinkel (1952) recognized the advances that Schutz’s theoretical
analyses provided for the social scientist interested in understanding
how actors experience and generate an intersubjective understand-
ing of the social world. While Parsons subordinated individual actors’
orientation and action to a normative system, Schutz suggested that
social order, i.e., a meaningful world, “is constituted, maintained, and
altered through action of actors and only through the action of actors”
(Garfinkel 1952: 149). Yet by focusing on intersubjectivity and shared
knowledge, Schutz overemphasized actors’ efforts to produce a world
in common, requiring them to “suspend their differences of perspec-
tive and interest” (Heritage 1984: 73). He elaborated on the difficulty of
an argument without considering that in the social world, people often
ignore and oppose common typifications and agreements.
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The analyses by Schutz focused on interpreting the subjective
meaning actors ascribe to actions, other people and objects. Garfin-
kel shifted the focus from the subjective and cognitive to the social
and practical accomplishment of social order. Inspired by Schutz’s
argument that the social order at the center of Parsons” work was an
achievement by the actors themselves, he developed a perspective de-
signed to investigate the organization of practical actions in the social
world. Nevertheless, “[W]ithin Schutz’s theoretical gaze the actors are
caught in the frozen postures of actions-in-the-course-of-completion;
‘cinema’ however is never quite achieved” (Heritage 1984: 73). Garfin-
kel therefore used Schutz’s emphasis of the importance of time for ana-
lyzing social action to turn these frozen postures into dynamic mean-
ing-creating processes; in other words, proposing to achieve “cinema””

Garfinkel viewed actions produced in the everyday as accom-
plished in ways that generate coherent experiences of social situations:
“order [...] points only to the characteristics of continuous activ-
ity whatever these characteristics may be” (Garfinkel 1952: 149). He
deployed Schutz’s theoretical framework to investigate the organiza-
tion of the everyday as experienced by actors in concrete situations.
Thereby, Garfinkel interpreted Schutz in a creative way that allowed
him to develop his own perspective to explore social order.? At this
stage of the development of his sociology, Garfinkel remained closely
aligned to Schutz, while recognizing that a sociological attitude would
need to overcome Schutzs suspension of “the possibility of a com-
munity between the actor and the observer” (Garfinkel 1952: 112),
by understanding participants’ or members’ relevancies and orienta-
tions “in vivo” as he later called it (Garfinkel 2002). In an unpublished
manuscript, “[H]e seems here to be acknowledging the achievability of
a community of knowledge between actor and observer. Rather than
doubting its (possible) existence, he adds (or, rather, says that Schutz
adds) an admittedly important question—how is it possible?”(Bilmes
1975: 62). I return to this question when discussing Ethnomethodol-
ogy’s Program and the policy of unique adequacy in particular.
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Perceiving the Other

His extensive examination of Schutz and Parsons’ theories and con-
cepts provided Garfinkel with a basis for the production of experiments
that he planned to conduct as part of his doctoral research. With these
experiments, Garfinkel tried to undermine or “breach” participants’ as-
sumption of intersubjectivity and create the pluralism of worlds that
he had already described in his short story “Color Trouble” when the
various participants explained their actions (Hama 2009: 447). The
analysis of the experiments required the researcher to use a framework
that would allow him to reveal the organization of the participants’ ex-
perience. Garfinkel drew on Schutz’s (1943, 1945b) analysis of the life-
world as experienced by actors in the so-called natural attitude. Here,
Schutz (1945b) had differentiated the natural attitude from attitudes
deployed by scientific observers, artists, or when dreaming and had
suggested that each of these “provinces of meaning” was characterized
by the deployment of a different cognitive style.

The cognitive style of the actor in the natural attitude is made up
of six characteristics: (a) epoché; (b) form of sociality; (c) mode of at-
tention to life; (d) form of spontaneity; (e) mode of time consciousness;
and (f) mode of self-giveness. These dimensions allowed Schutz to an-
alyze how actors orient to the world. Schutz explained the relevance of
this organization by applying it, for example, to the province of mean-
ing described as the everyday. Here the actor presents him/herself (a)
as wide-awake and acts (b) in the natural attitude; (c) s/he acts within
and upon the world, (d) experiences his/her actions as changing the
world, (e) acts and communicates within an intersubjective world, and
(f) orients to standard time (Garfinkel 1952: 160-161).

Garfinkel took this concept of cognitive style and the six charac-
teristics to describe the natural attitude directly from Schutz’s (1945b)
essay “On multiple realities” However, he was cautious and said that he
“cannot say [...] that the use of which they [the characteristics] are be-
ing put or the ways in which I have defined them would be approved by
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Dr Schutz” (Garfinkel 1952: 161, Fn.4). For the purpose of his doctoral
research, Garfinkel placed his research subjects in a situation where
they became doubtful of their ability to judge the character and ability
of others and ultimately of themselves (Garfinkel 1952: 391). His inter-
est lay in explaining how the subjects dealt with this doubt (Garfinkel
1952: 403).

As part of his doctoral research project Garfinkel subjected 28 stu-
dents of medicine to three hour-long experimental interviews. The stu-
dents were nearly finished with their studies and had begun to prepare
themselves to apply for jobs at medical schools. The interviewer (Gar-
finkel) introduced himself as representative of a medical school who
was interested in why applicants experience job interviews as stressful.
He began the interviews by first asking them about their concept of a
successful applicant: What education and training should they have to
be appointed by a medical school? How should they conduct them-
selves in interviews? After about an hour the interviewer offered the
interviewees a chance to listen to a recording of an actual interview.
These recorded interviews were fabrications that Garfinkel had cre-
ated in preparation for the experiments. In the recorded interviews an
uneducated, badly behaved applicant used very rough language when
answering the interviewer’s questions; he smoked during the interview
and contradicted the interviewer at various points. At the end he pres-
surized the interviewer to tell him about his performance in the inter-
view. The replay of the job interview served as a basis for the interview-
er to continue the discussion with the student. He invited the student
to assess the performance of the applicant in the interview and then
informed him/her about the applicant and how her/his performance
in the interview was actually assessed.

This information referred to the applicants family background
and character. It strongly contrasted with the interviewee’s assessment
of the applicant. While the interviewees considered the applicant to
be uneducated and uncultivated and unsuitable for a job at a medical
school, the interviewer told them that the applicant actually came from
a very good family background and had been employed by the medi-
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cal school. The interviewee experienced the way in which the medical
school assessed the applicant and the ways in which s/he had assessed
her/him as a contradiction that unsettled them. They responded with
inquiries about how other interviewees had assessed the applicant and
whether the applicant in fact was successful in the job interview and
would now work at the medical school. The interviewer confirmed that
the applicant had been accepted for the position at the medical school
and was fulfilling all expectations held by the school; furthermore, all
the other students had assessed the applicant correctly. Thus, Garfinkel
progressively shook the students’ belief in their ability to correctly as-
sess the requirements that medical schools bestowed on job applicants.
He made the students doubt their ability to assess others and, in light
of their plan to soon apply for a job at a medical school themselves,
made them worry about their own suitability for such a job. In order to
provide the students with an opportunity to correct their assessment of
the applicant, the interviewer offered them an opportunity to listen to
the recorded interview once more (Garfinkel 1952: 405).

Garfinkel concluded that 25 of the 28 participants in his experi-
ment did not notice they were involved in an experiment. The par-
ticipants presented themselves as rattled after discovering they had
misjudged the applicant. In particular, the interviewees — who were
devoted to work as medical doctors — had difficulties dealing with their
misjudgment. They responded to the interviewer’s statement that they
had wrongly assumed the applicant was poorly educated and uncul-
tivated by displaying their astonishment. They used the opportunity
to listen to the interview again to correct their original assessment of
the applicant and provided accounts for their misjudgment. In many
cases, their characterization of the applicant after listening to the job
interview for a second time contradicted their original assessment. For
example, while originally describing the applicant as “aggressive,” after
a second listening of the interview the same student described the ap-
plicant as “trustworthy.” In their responses they attempted to explain
their obvious contradictions, for example, by accounting for the appli-
cant’s conduct in the interview. They did not characterize the applicant
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as uneducated and uncultivated, but as a calm and thoughtful person
who acted naturally. In providing these accounts, the students literally
took the perspective of the applicant and removed the incongruity that
had arisen after listening to the interview for the first time (Garfinkel
1952: 495).

By experiencing their assessment of the applicant as misjudg-
ment, the students doubted not only their ability to assess others cor-
rectly, but also questioned their sense of being able to assess their
own abilities. In his analysis of the experiment, Garfinkel (1952)
characterized the job interview as a province of meaning where the
participants deployed particular communication strategies. These
strategies were used to build an acceptable self-image when it was
impossible to correct mistakes and misjudgments produced previ-
ously. The accounts produced to explain the situation and to revise
previous judgments of people were deployed not only to correct the
perception of the other, but also to restore the coherence of the par-
ticipant’s attitude to the situation. Thus, the participants were able to
remove discrepancies that had arisen in the situation. In other words,
the cognitive style participants deployed in the experiments shaped
their orientation and attitude in the situation. It was embodied within
the interviewees” inquiries and the accounts they gave for their (mis)
judgments. In this sense, cognitive style can be compared to Jerome
Bruner’s discussion of “narrative framing of the world that shapes
cognition, what a person actually perceives and how he or she rea-
sons about it” (Garfinkel 2012; Rawls 2013: 310).

From the experiments Garfinkel learned that participants in so-
cial situations are concerned with maintaining the social order of the
world, even when they have to modify and adapt their perception of
the other. He examined the interviewees responses to the situation
they were confronted with in the experiments to explain some of the
methods that participants used to restore their sense of order. For ex-
ample, he found that the students redefined the applicant’s situation
by aligning their original assessment of the applicant with the inter-
viewer’s explanation of their suitability for the job, and they corrected
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their original assessment of the applicant and acknowledged that they
had obviously misjudged them (Garfinkel 1952).

Tutorial Exercises: Breaching Experiments

Garfinkel’s doctoral dissertation marked the beginning of an em-
pirical program of research that he continued to pursue over the com-
ing decades and that today we know as ethnomethodology. Like his
doctoral research, the further development of ethnomethodology re-
lied on theoretical analyses that Garfinkel had already conducted in the
1940s, which, however, were only published recently in Seeing Socio-
logically (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). At the center of the research program
was the use of analytic and empirical research methods that helped to
reveal the organization of the everyday and to demonstrate that actors
accomplish this organization through practical actions and experience
it in concrete situations. His famous “trust” paper (1963) is a pertinent
article that elaborates on the relationship between action and experi-
ence that he had in mind. The paper explores the relationship between
participation in a game such as “tic-tac-toe” (Figure 4.1) and the formal
rules that are the basis for the game, in order to shed light on the me-
thodical production of the everyday.

T n . .

X
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Schutz (1945b) described games as a “province of meaning,” such
as the worlds of dreams and science. They differ from other provinces
of meaning by a particular “tension of consciousness™: “epoché,’ i.e.,
attitude to the world; a particular form of spontaneity; “a specific form
of sociality”; “a specific form of self-experience”; and “a special time
perspective” The rules of games or basic rules,’ as Garfinkel (1963)
called them at this point in the development of his sociology, provide
participants with a scheme they can orient to when producing their
actions. Thus, each of their actions becomes intelligible for others as
contributing to the game (1963: 190). The basic rules turn every move
in the game into an “observable-and-reportable,™ i.e., an accountable
event, as Garfinkel (1967c: 1) called it later; all actors participating in
the game in one way or other can use the rule book to decide wheth-
er an action is accomplished according to the rules that make up the
normative order of the game (1963: 194). The rule book of tic-tac-toe
states that the two players can make moves on nine given fields; moves
are made one player at a time until one of them has been able to place
three of her/his symbols in a row. The availability of such basic rules
allows all players to:

« have expectations regarding the procedure of the game;

« have the expectation that all of them have the same opportunities
for action in the game; and

o expect that all of them base their actions on the assumption that all
players have expectations with regard to each other’s actions and to
the procedure of the game.

The playing of the game requires the participants to be committed
to these rules. They know the rules of the game and perform actions
according to them. Or, if they act in violation of the rules, the rule book
is used as a resource to sanction the actor and account for the sanction-
ing by describing the action as deviant. This focus on games and rule
books, however, was rather limiting and Garfinkel expanded his notion
of trust beyond a mere normative order to the order of the everyday.
He suggested that parties in a given situation mutually assume that
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Figure 4.2

X

they orient to the events and objects around them in the same way and
use the same methods to make sense of them. Actions in a situation are
seen as reciprocally accountable because participants maintain a given
orientation to a situation and take for granted that others maintain
their orientation as well (cf. Watson 2009). In some of the breaching
experiments he asked his students to systematically break rules when
playing games such as tic-tac-toe. For example, he asked them to rub
out crosses their partners had made in fields and place their own in
more favorable positions or to place their symbols not in the field but
on the lines (Figure 4.2). On return to class the students reported their
friends’ reactions to their rule breaking.

The analysis of the observations of rule breaking in games that
his students reported on their return to class revealed the existence
of “non-contractual elements of the contract,” as Durkheim famously
called them, or “the unstated and essentially unstatable terms that the
contracting parties took for granted as binding upon their transac-
tions” (Garfinkel 1967g: 173). By breaking the constitutive expecta-
tions implied in games and their rule books, the anomic properties
of events during games are multiplied. The impact this has for the
organization of games varies, depending on the extent to which ba-
sic rules are intentionally followed and occur independently from the
individual properties of the players. Deviations from the basic rules,
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such as the erasing of moves or the placing of symbols on the lines
between fields, encourage attempts to “normalize” the discrepancy be-
tween the normative and practical order, as the co-players attempt to
find an explanation for each other’s actions. Garfinkel remarked that
in such situations participants’ orientation to the situation of the game
is shaken and the “thinking-as-usual” (Eberle 1984) is questioned and
put into doubt. The individual is momentarily in crisis as s/he doubts
the organized procedure of situations and loses trust in the expected
organization of events.

While, early on, Garfinkel focused his tutorials on games and rules
in games®, in the trust paper (1963: 206-209) he made clear that games
fundamentally differ from the everyday. He described games as an “ar-
tificial world in a microcosm” (1963: 207) that have a “peculiar time
structure”: the duration of the game is played and the time in which the
rules of the game remain valid are clearly defined. “To be ‘in the game’
involves by definition the suspension of the presuppositions and pro-
cedures of ‘serious’ life” (ibid.) and to align with the “basic rules” (ibid.)
that in effect are “objective rules” (ibid.) as long as the game is being
played. Recognizing the differences between games and the everyday,
Garfinkel soon designed tutorials that were conducted in natural social
situations.

Garfinkel (1967e [1962]) examined some of these experiments in
his article “Common-sense Knowledge of Social Structures: The Docu-
mentary Method of Interpretation in Lay and Professional Fact Find-
ing,” published in Studies. Garfinkel used these tutorials that had games
at their center to reveal the relationship of basic rules and background
expectancies that underpin the social order of the everyday.* Games are
organized by norms that regulate participants’ conduct. These norms
are drawn on to account for descriptions of actions as deviant and
sanctionable. In other words, participants can rely on these norms and
trust in their existence as invariant characteristics of situations. When
producing their actions, participants can assume that the social world
is organized as they expect it and that others will act in ways that can
be expected within the given situation.
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Formal-analytic sociology often relies on a concept of social order
that is maintained by norms. Garfinkel, however, used his tutorials to
systematically argue against this model of social order. From his analy-
sis of Schutz he had learned that the actor is not a norm-guided player
in a game or a “judgmental dope” or “cultural dope” (Garfinkel 1967d
[1964]: 67), as he ironically characterized the way in which the actor
is portrayed in formal sociology.” His doctoral research, as well as his
tutorial exercises, added to this understanding by demonstrating that
social order does not collapse in light of violations of norms, as long as
participants remain able to make sense of the situation: “Therefore he
explained social order not by normative but by constitutive rules and
by sense-making” (Eberle 2012: 141).

To put it another way, Garfinkel now considered social order as
continuously produced through actions that render it “observable-and-
reportable” without revealing the trust that underpins it. Trust “is a pre-
sumptive phenomenon and therefore tacitly attended to by members”
(Watson 2009: 477). Garfinkel’s breaching experiments® or tutorials in
everyday settings generated situations where participants encountered
unexpected events that installed confusion or frustration; their trust in
the orderliness of the situation, i.e., in the presumed alignment of ori-
entations, was shattered. In response to these events, the participants
made jokes or tried to explain them to normalize the situation. One
well-known tutorial in this regard was the task that asked students to
challenge the taken-for-granted assumptions about relationships the
students had with their parents. Garfinkel suggested, for example, that
they pretended to be lodgers in their parents’ home rather than family
members. By “violating” the taken-for-grantedness of their status in
the home they confused their parents who then attempted to normal-
ize the situation by providing accounts for the actions that did not fit in.

The program of research that Garfinkel proposed became de-
signed to explore how sense-making is not a cognitive and subjec-
tive process, but rather an intersubjective and observable practice. He
therefore suggested conducting studies which investigated the invari-
ant properties of everyday situations that allow participants to act in a

75



Harold Garfinkel
The Creation and Development of Ethnomethodology

competent manner and through which they make observable and re-
portable the organization of situations, such as a sales interaction, a
conversation among family members, a traffic jam, or a waiting queue.
The rules and background expectancies are “the socially standardized
and standardizing, ‘seen but unnoticed, expected, background features
of everyday scenes” (Garfinkel 1967d: 36). Participants use these back-
ground expectancies to design their actions in situations and to make
sense of situations. Thus, events they encounter become intelligible as
“appearances-of-familiar-events” (ibid.). For participants, the organi-
zation of the everyday is unproblematic; there is no need for a formal-
ized rule book or a social scientific description of the social order based
on an analytic scheme or system of categories. Instead, everyday life is
always already orderly and familiar to the participants and therefore
in their day-to-day lives participants do not make explicit background
expectancies; they only orient to them and bestow them with relevance
in situations of breakdown and crisis. When participants encounter
such crises, they respond to them by “post-hoc” accounts that explain
the circumstances of their emergence. Garfinkel found that while such
post-hoc explanations and descriptions of situations only incompletely
represent the meaning of action, they tend to be specific enough to al-
low the actors to continue to participate in the situation.

In Garfinkel’s view, the meaning of action arises from the specific
circumstances of their production. Participants treat each action as
“documenting” the social structure that, within the situation, is tacitly
implied in people’s actions. Garfinkel derived this usage of the term
document from an article by Karl Mannheim (1952) in which he devel-
oped the “documentary method of interpretation.” He (1967d [1964]:
40) used Mannheims “documentary method” to explain that the pat-
tern underlying action “was not only derived from a course of indi-
vidual documentary evidences but the documentary evidences in their
turn were interpreted on the basis of ‘what was known’ and anticipa-
torily knowable about the underlying patterns.” Thus, he points to the
reflexive relationship between the meaning of action and the context
of its production. Through the formulation of this argument, Gar-
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finkel again deliberately “mis-read” a sociological classic and linked
Mannheim’s “documentary method” to Schutz’s concept of types by
aiming to develop a method through which people remain able to act
in contingent situations.

In a paper in which Garfinkel elaborates on the use of sociological
concepts for psychiatrists he (1956b) links the “documentary method
of interpretation” to the concept of “understanding” that in those years
was discussed in the context of the emerging interpretive approaches
to sociology. Garfinkel (1956b: 193) explains that rather than being a
method that sociologists (and psychiatrists) could use to “understand”
people’s action, it was a method that people in their daily lives would
ordinarily deploy to make sense of others’ action. “It involves the treat-
ment of a sign’s referent as ‘the document of..." as ‘pointing to’ an un-
derlying pattern. Not only is the underlying pattern derived from its
individual documentary evidence, but the individual documentary
evidences are in their turn interpreted on the basis of ‘what we know’
about the underlying pattern”

Although Garfinkel continued to use tutorial exercises in the
years following the trust paper, he focused on the analysis of “famil-
iar scenes,” such as interactions in everyday situations whose organi-
zation is doubted when he or his students deployed “troublemakers”
who generated unexpected events and incongruity or “pluralism of
worlds,” as he (1952: 97) called it in his doctoral dissertation. These
demonstrations helped Garfinkel to investigate actors’ knowledge and
understanding of social structures (Garfinkel 1967d [1964]). In Her-
bert Spiegelbergs (1981 [1960]) words, the tutorial exercises served
Garfinkel as “aids to a sluggish imagination” (1967d [1964]: 38).

Beginning with his doctoral research project and the theoretical
analysis he developed in the 1940s, Garfinkel developed an original
sociological attitude that is known today as ethnomethodology. By eth-
nomethodology, Garfinkel was not describing a particular sociological
method but a particular orientation, attitude, or, as he termed it in See-
ing Sociologically (2006), a particular cognitive style that, when adopted,
allowed the sociologist to make sense of social order as continuously
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produced and experienced by the actor. In this sense, as we will see
in the following chapters more clearly, Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology
respecified the question of method and knowledge in studies of the
social. It gave preference to the capacities of individuals (members) to
draw upon their own knowledge of social order over the propriety of
knowledge gained through quasi-empirical or quasi-scientific means.
From this perspective, methodology in the sociological sense serves
only as a technique for obtaining data that explicate how some form of
the social is created by participants in concrete situations. For Garfin-
kel, it was unimportant how these data came into existence (i.e., quan-
titative or qualitative methods), as he noted that “any data gathering
technique leaves a bread-crumb trail to the social it seeks to describe”
(Patrick Watson, Personal Communication). In the following chapter
I further explore the development of Garfinkel’s sociological attitude
and perspective in order to find out “what is ethnomethodology?”
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By adopting a focus on everyday practices and the ongoing produc-
tion of social reality, ethnomethodology positions itself in contrast to
theory and research in “traditional” or “conventional” sociology (Gar-
finkel 2002). When the Studies were published and ethnomethodology
became almost fashionable, contemporary sociologists were surprised,
if not stunned. They considered Garfinkel’s project to be irrelevant and
without contribution to the important questions society was grappling
with in the 1960s and 1970s; it was the time of the Cold War, the Cuban
Missile Crisis, the Civil Rights Movement and Martin Luther King, the
assassination of JFK, the Vietnam War, and the student revolt, among
others. In his opening speech to the 1974 ASA Conference, Lewis Coser
(1975) described ethnomethodologists as a splinter group and compares
them to a sect without interest in and relevance for sociological debates.
He likened Garfinkel to a leader of a sect with the ethnomethodologists
as his following. His remarks were also reflected in the British-Czech
philosopher and anthropologist Ernest Gellner’s (1975) response to eth-
nomethodology, calling it the “Californian Way of Subjectivity.”

Ever since ethnomethodology arrived on the sociological scene,
questions have been asked concerning its relationship to sociology. Is it
a novel sociological perspective or, in fact, an academic discipline in its
own right (Goldthorpe 1973)? At a conference known as the “Purdue
Symposium on Ethnomethodology” (Hill and Crittenden 1968), Gar-
finkel responded evasively to the question of whether he saw himself
as a sociologist. His colleague Edward Rose, however, was clear and
open in his assessment “that ethnomethodology constitutes a deep
and strong critique of sociology,” because sociologists were developing
a theory about the social world before they began with their analysis
(Rose in Hill and Crittenden 1968).
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This chapter discusses Garfinkel’s development of the ethnometh-
odological program after having completed his doctoral dissertation.
At the center of this chapter is the question, “what is ethnomethod-
ology?” By explicating the key principles of the ethnomethodological
program, the chapter also begins to show how Garfinkel grounded eth-
nomethodology within, and related it to rather than separating it from,
sociology.

The Elevator Question

It has happened to many of us sociologists. We enter an elevator or have
a cup of coffee when an acquaintance asks, “What is sociology?” We are
then often unable to immediately come up with a suitable response,
mumble a textbook definition, and leave the situation dissatisfied. Gar-
finkel reported that at ASA conferences he regularly encountered simi-
lar situations and was often asked, “What is ethnomethodology?” He
also found it difficult to provide a satisfying response and continued
to work on the development of an appropriate answer to the “eleva-
tor question” up to the end of his working life. In various articles and
books he addressed the question and expanded on what the ethno-
methodological program of research was and what one could learn by
doing ethnomethodology.

Garfinkel offered a first answer to the question “what is ethnometh-
odology?” in an article based on a presentation' he and Saul Mendlo-
vitz delivered at the 1954 ASA Conference. In the article, Garfinkel and
Mendlovitz drew on their analysis of the work of jurors in a court in
Wichita. Their analysis was concerned with the deliberations of jurors
that Fred Strodtbeck, a friend and colleague of Garfinkel, had audio-
recorded as part of the Jury Project. They augmented their inspection
of the audio-recordings with an analysis of interviews and investigated
what work was involved in jury deliberations.

When Garfinkel and Mendlovitz began their analysis of the data,
they planned to use interaction process analysis, a research method
that Robert Freed Bales (1976 [1950]) had developed in Harvard. This
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method provided the researcher with a coding system that s/he could
use to analyze the processes of action among members of small groups.
Garfinkel, however, had some doubts that this method would deliver
on their research purpose, i.e., to find out how participants were or-
ganizing their action in jury deliberations. Garfinkel and Mendlovitz
then discussed possible research methods with Edward Shils (1911-
1995), the well-known sociologist from Chicago, who had a leading
role in the Jury Project. He advised the two young researchers against
using interaction process analysis, and they therefore decided to de-
velop their own method of analysis. In later publications, Garfinkel
described the process that led them to a decision about the research
method as the following:

When Strodtbeck proposed to a law school faculty to administer
Bales’ Interaction Process Analysis categories, Shils complained: ‘By
using Bales [sic] Interaction Process Analysis I'm sure we'll learn
what about a jury’s deliberations makes them a small group. But
we want to know what about their deliberations makes them a jury’
(Garfinkel, Lynch, and Livingston 1981: 133).

Mendlovitz and Garfinkel thereupon turned to their audio-record-
ings and developed their own method to analyze them. They were par-
ticularly interested in the analysis of the knowledge and methods that
the participants in jury deliberations deployed to render their meetings
intelligible as those of a jury and not of some other kind of small group
or organization. The term organization that Garfinkel used in his anal-
yses fundamentally differed from that of an organization as “a concrete
structure” found in the world like ‘chairs’ or ‘tables’ (Garfinkel 1956b).
Rather, at this stage of his intellectual development, Garfinkel’s interest
lay with “features of organized social life” (1956b: 183), an interest that
he had arrived at through intensive examination of Parsons’ (1951) The
Social System. Parsons’ concept of organization:

Parsons’ “organization places particular stress on the person’s per-

ceived situation as a set of mutually anticipated, expected, recollect-
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ed events ... A person is a chauffeur thereby, not only on the basis
of the service he expects to render the rider, but on the basis of the
treatment that he gets in return (Garfinkel 1956b: 182-183).

Since the 1960s this consideration of ‘organization’ as an “organiza-
tion of activities” (Garfinkel 1956b: 183) became one of the principal
areas of concern for Garfinkel and other ethnomethodologists (Bittner
1965). Their studies were concerned with the “techniques” and “meth-
ods” through which organization is accomplished and becomes ob-
servable and intelligible. Garfinkel introduced the term ethnomethods
to describe these techniques and methods of making social organiza-
tion “observable-and-reportable,” i.e., accountable (Garfinkel 1967c: 1).
In so doing, he drew on the ethno-sciences, such as “ethno-musicolo-
gy, for the syllable “ethno-" to mark that these methods are used by a
community with shared knowledge and language. The discipline that
analyzed these methods he called ethnomethodology.

Garfinkel together with his students and colleagues gradually
turned ethnomethodology into a distinctive independent area of re-
search. Although over the years various publications (Garfinkel 1972,
1974; Livingston 1987; Mehan and Wood 1975; Turner 1974) have ex-
plained what ethnomethodology is, Garfinkel was regularly confronted
with the “elevator question.” Unfortunately some of the responses that
ethnomethodologists gave were perceived as arrogant and ignorant of
sociology; Goldthorpe , for example, suggested that:

the typical reaction of more ‘conventional’ sociologists to these new
movements of thoughts could perhaps be best described as one of
somewhat bewildered doubt, and such hostility as was displayed was
probably aroused more by the manner of their presentation than by
their actual content” (Goldthorpe, 1973: 449)

Thus, a distance between ethnomethodology and sociology was
created that has debilitated the impact of ethnomethodology on theo-
retical, methodological, and empirical debates to the present day. In the
1960s and 1970s established social scientists considered ethnomethod-
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ology as “anti-sociology;” their analyses as vacuous, and their concerns
of study as irrelevant for sociology. The aforementioned “Purdue Sym-
posium on Ethnomethodology,” organized by Richard Hill and Kath-
leen Stones Crittenden (1968), was an attempt to facilitate discussion
between ethnomethodologists and sociologists and to help ameliorate
the rejection that ethnomethodology faced at conferences and gath-
erings of sociologists. The symposium offered Garfinkel and his col-
leagues, including Aaron Cicourel, Edward Rose, Harvey Sacks, and
David Sudnow, an opportunity to explain their position and discuss
their perspective with established sociologists like Howard Becker,
Lindsey Churchill, and Kathleen Stones Crittenden.

At the symposium, Garfinkel was offered the opportunity to expli-
cate his perspective and purpose in developing ethnomethodology. He
began his explanation by describing the origin of the term and referring
to the Jury Project that had sharpened his concern for the production of
organization. He said that at some point, he and Mendlovitz had begun
to put together their “ideas about how the jurors knew what they were
doing in doing” (Garfinkel in Hill and Crittenden 1968: 5). Their ques-
tion was, “what makes them jurors?” (Garfinkel in Hill and Crittenden
1968: 6), which encouraged them to further ask what knowledge about
legal procedures and processes the jurors brought to bear in their work
that made them recognizable as “jurors” They had observed that jurors
used different techniques from, for example, scientists when looking
for truth. The jurors’ concern was with the adequacy of accounts and
descriptions that they produced as part of their deliberations (ibid.).
During the deliberations, the jurors reflected on the status of their deci-
sions, were they legal, just, and fair? When jurors accounted for their
decisions, they would point out that, as jurors, they could legitimately
make certain statements in light of the evidence presented in a given
case. In other words, Garfinkel and Mendlovitz’s analysis demonstrat-
ed that jurors become jurors by deploying a particular “methodology”
that made their work intelligible as the work of jurors.

These studies of jurors had great influence on future ethnometh-
odological studies of situations and events, or “familiar scenes” as
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Garfinkel (1967d [1964]) called them in his Studies. Familiar scenes are
identifiable as particular social occasions because they are practically
and intelligibly organized in recognizable ways, rather than dependent
on the presence of particular people. Ethnomethodologists can learn
about jury deliberations by exploring, e.g., the social, demographic,
and educational backgrounds of participants. However, the procedures
and processes through which the deliberations are conducted do not
rely on particular people being present. Individual jurors are replace-
able at any point in time and people who arrive in a room where a
deliberation takes place quickly recognize it as such an event and im-
mediately know how to participate in it. Those properties that Garfin-
kel (2002) described as “autochthonous order properties” are the same
for juror deliberations and other organizations, such as waiting queues
and traffic jams, dance events, workplaces, and others. Waiting queues
are not organized by specific individual people; the people standing
in a queue (or the individual dancers and workers) are interchange-
able without the queue disappearing as an observable phenomenon.
Instead, organizations are practically achieved by their members, who
bring about the phenomenon of the queuing, the dancing, the working
by virtue of producing their actions in specific ways. It is the produc-
tion and design of these actions that makes them intelligible as actions
of a particular kind of organization. Thus, the phenomenon of the
queuing, dancing, working, etc. acquires its properties and is produced
as long as ‘waiting queue actions, ‘dancing actions, ‘working actions’
are produced. The phenomenon disappears when members engage in
different kinds of action, for example, when they turn the queue into
a huddle around the entrance of the arriving bus, or leave the dance
floor and go to the bar (Garfinkel and Livingston 2003).

In a different investigation, Garfinkel (1997) explored the work of
staff at a Suicide Prevention Center (SPC) in Los Angeles. The mem-
bers of the SPC who participated in his study were in charge of ex-
plaining how a person “really” died. To address this question the SPC
staff gathered and inspected all the material they could find near the
dead body, including the body of the deceased, written documents,
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and objects like instruments and vessels, as well as stories and rumors
about the dead person that they heard from neighbors, acquaintances,
and relatives of the deceased. After the investigation, the SPC staff pro-
duced a report containing a relatively small amount of specific details
about the circumstances of the person’s death. It was entirely possi-
ble that after publication of the report, concerns would be raised that
some of the findings were inaccurate or that some of the procedures
used by the SPC staff were against the rules. “The prevailing feature of
the inquiry is that nothing about it remains assured except the orga-
nized occasions of its uses” (Garfinkel 1967c: 15). The features of such
reports, however, were not unexpected. Indeed, it was assumed that
investigations into the death of a person remained incomplete. It was
seen as an obvious property of such reports that they did not cover all
the details that were possibly related to the death and that further ex-
aminations and improvements on the report were always possible. Yet,
despite these short-comings and the incompleteness of the reports, it
was recognized that the findings reported in them were important and
correct, and helped to move the work of the SPC staff forward.

The incompleteness and weaknesses of the reports were rarely sub-
jected to discussion and debate. If asked for further information, the
SPC staff would explain the rationality of their work. They produced
accounts of actions that had led to the description or account of the
circumstances of the person’s death. These accounts revealed that the
explanations given in a report for the death of the person were “indexi-
cal” in character. The rationality of the explanations was based on the
situation in which they were produced. Subsequent explanations that
became necessary when reported findings were questioned or put in
doubt arose in different circumstances altogether and therefore were
grounded in a different rationality.

When Garfinkel described the work of the SPC staff and jurors as
“methodology;” this was fundamentally different from what sociologists
had conventionally considered methodology. In sociology, a method-
ology provides the theoretical frame for the use of particular methods;
methodology here is comparable to a rule book that frames the deploy-
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ment of methods. Garfinkel, however, in his explanation, relied on Felix
Kaufmann’s (1944) use of the term methodology. Kaufmann conceived
of “methodology” as a rule book that did not structure events but that
participants produced only in the process of using it (Garfinkel 1967c:
6, Fn.5 ). In Garfinkel’s view, rules were not instructions that people fol-
lowed, rather, rules were properties of situations people act in (Garfin-
kel 1967f: 106). Participants know what a situation is because it is ac-
complished in and through their actions and those of other participants.
When participants encounter a situation, they design their actions to
make them fit and align with the continuously produced context and
to contribute to its production. A game like basketball, for example, be-
comes intelligible as such not because a rule book defines the players’
actions, but because the players design their actions in ways that turn the
situation into a game of basketball. If situations arise that put the basket-
ball game into doubt, referees draw on the rule book to account for their
decision to intervene in the ongoing proceedings of the game; the rules
are a resource the referees can use to legitimize their intervention and to
restore the order of the game (Askins, Carter, and Wood 1981; Macbeth
2012). In practice, however, referees are rarely asked to legitimize deci-
sions, but sports analysts often refer to the “rules” or the “rule book” in
their commentaries on referees” decisions.

With his explanation of the relationship between rules and so-
cial order, Garfinkel (1963; Garfinkel and Sacks 1970; Heritage 1984)
critiqued theories, concepts, and models that had been generated to
explain human action in its entirety. He drew on Wittgenstein’s (1973
[1951]) Philosophical Investigations, where the philosopher argued that
rules and instructions were insufficient to describe situations. In this
view, rules and instructions are abstract and therefore incomplete de-
scriptions of actions because they ignore the contingent circumstances
in which specific actions are undertaken. Rules and instructions are
deployed repeatedly and each time is another ‘first time’ because the
circumstances of their use change. In addition, they cannot be repaired
by analyses of the formal properties of language and practical reason-
ing (Garfinkel 1963; Garfinkel and Sacks 1970; Heritage 1984).
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In other words: rules and descriptions always leave an undefined
space. The practices implied here might be called unspecifying practices
and Garfinkel (1967c: 20-21) differentiated four such ad hoc consid-
erations: “et cetera,” “unless,” “let it pass,” and “factum valet” [“i.e., an
action that is otherwise prohibited by a rule, is counted correct once
it is done” (Garfinkel 1967c: 21)]. He considered them to be “com-
monsense practices” that people ordinarily deploy when accounting
for their actions. For example, Garfinkel studied the work involved in
coding information about applicants to an outpatient clinic in order to
make decisions about their treatment (Garfinkel, 1967h). The coders
regularly compared their codes, prompting Garfinkel’s interest in the
process of how the co-workers checked and assessed the reliability of
the codes. He found that the coders deployed a practice of “ad hoc-ing”
(Garfinkel 1967c¢) that allowed them to deal with inconsistencies and
uncertainty. They “used the same ad hoc considerations in order to rec-
ognize the relevance of the coding instructions to the organized activi-
ties of the clinic” (Garfinkel 1967c: 21). For example, the practices of
the et cetera were unavoidably implied in every rule book: “[Y]ou find
in the complex of ordinary, mundane accounts that there are practices
for locating monsters but there are also practices for burying them.
There are practices for refusing the existence of exceptions” (Garfinkel
in Hill and Crittenden 1968: 213).

In a similar way, the other ad hoc considerations were examined
for their relevance for the coders’ work. Garfinkel (1967c: 21-23) dem-
onstrated that “ad hoc considerations are a critical features of coding
procedures” although coders would strive “to minimize or even elimi-
nate the occasions” in which they were deployed. These considerations
were used by coders in order to specify the coding instructions and
“operate as the grounds for and as methods to advance and secure re-
searchers’ claims to have coded in accordance with ‘necessary and suf-
ficient’ criteria” (ibid).

Coders obviously had an interest in the close relationship between
the content of the clinical records and the reality of activities in the
clinic, “the social-order-in-and-of-clinic activities” (Garfinkel 1967c¢:

87



Harold Garfinkel
The Creation and Development of Ethnomethodology

23). The coder, therefore, “must know the order of the clinic’s activities”
to relate them to their representations in the records. Thus, the clinical
records were treated by the coders “as an appearance-of-the-order” of
the activities in the clinic (Garfinkel 1967c: 23). Once this relationship
between records and reality was clear, the coder could use the ad hoc
considerations to make sense of content in the records in light of her/
his knowledge of the reality in the clinic.

In the beginning of this chapter I mentioned Garfinkel’s difficulties
in responding to other sociologists’ question “what is ethnomethodol-
ogy?” In Studies (1967a) Garfinkel devoted an entire chapter to this
question. This response, however, was not the end, but only the be-
ginning of the development of the ethnomethodological program that
Garfinkel elaborated on over the course of his entire career.
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When Garfinkel began to develop the ethnomethodological program,
he positioned it in relationship to an already existing large body of
sociological research produced over the course of at least 100 years
(Garfinkel 1967a). Talcott Parsons, Edward Shils, and Alfred Schutz,
who all contributed markedly to Garfinkel’s academic career, now are
considered to be sociological classics. They themselves were influenced
by Max Weber and Emile Durkheim’s work; Parsons in fact translated
some of Weber’s books into English.

As the subtitle (Working Out Durkheim’s Aphorism) of Garfinkel’s
(2002) Ethnomethodological Program revealed, he had a particular
interest in addressing some of Durkheim’s concerns and the notion
of social facts, i.e., laws, currencies, language, institutions, and habits
(Durkheim 1982 [1895]). In the main, sociological textbooks have

»>

interpreted Durkheim’s rule to “study social facts as ‘things”™ literally.
They consider social facts as, “aspects of social life that shape our ac-
tions as individuals, such as the state of the economy or the influence
of religion. [...] social facts are ways of acting, thinking or feeling that
are external to individuals and have a reality of their own” (Giddens
2009: 13). In this view, social facts are theoretical constructs that exist
independently from and impact on individuals and their actions.
Garfinkel aims to develop a program of research that puts a differ-
ent spin on the contemporary understanding of Durkheim’s concept of
social facts. In the preface to the Studies, Garfinkel (1967b) wrote:

[T]n contrast to certain versions of Durkheim that teach that the ob-
jective reality of social facts is sociology’s fundamental principle, the
lesson is taken instead, and used as a study policy, that the objective

reality of social facts as an ongoing accomplishment of the concerted
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activities of daily life, with the ordinary, artful ways of that accom-
plishment being by members known, used, and taken for granted, is,
for members doing sociology, a fundamental phenomenon (Garfin-
kel 1967b: vii).

Here, Garfinkel read Durkheim differently from the way he con-
ventionally is interpreted in sociology and took the position that social
facts are concrete things, not theoretical concepts: “The concreteness of
things necessarily depends on, and are produced in and through, com-
plex mutually recognizable social practices enacted by participants in
social scenes” (Rawls 2002: 2).Garfinkel developed his ethnomethod-
ological program by focusing on these practices and the accomplish-
ment of social facts. By virtue of this practical definition of the ac-
complishment of social facts, social order, and organization, Garfinkel
placed ethnomethodology in opposition to the view of many of his
contemporary social scientists. While traditional sociologists started
with the assumption that social order was a theoretical concept, made
visible through sociological and statistical analysis, Garfinkel argued
that organization and structure were a fundamental property of the
everyday activities that participants ongoingly, observably, and intel-
ligibly produced.

Garfinkel explained the difference between established sociologi-
cal theories and ethnomethodology in the following way: sociologi-
cal theory usually begins with the proposition that objective reality is
comprised of social facts. Like Parsons, such sociologists assumed that
actors in social situations always encounter a preexisting shared culture
and align their action with rules and norms if they want to avoid their
actions being sanctioned for deviating from the norms. The premise of
such sociological theory, therefore, is the presumption that the social
world is principally unorganized and only gains order when the idea of
an existing shared culture and a system of rules is deployed (Garfinkel
1967a, 2002).

When developing his general thesis of the reciprocity of perspec-
tives, Schutz (1953) had critiqued this way of defining the organization
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of the everyday; he argued that the reciprocity of perspectives was not a
theoretical construct, but an actual and ongoing achievement. Garfin-
kel further advanced Schutz’s critique of social scientific concepts that
presumed society, and therewith all social events and situations, was
determined by rules, norms, and values. He pointed to the complex-
ity, dynamics, and contingency of the everyday and argued that social
situations were interactional products and achievements. In an ironic
and, at times, polemical manner, he described the “man-in-the-soci-
ologist’s-society” as a cultural dope or judgmental dope who generated
the stable properties of society by acting and interacting in a previously
defined framework of demands and requirements, as well as within a
given range of alternative actions (Garfinkel 1967d [1964]) .

This critique was based on the distinction between scientific and
everyday rationality that Garfinkel had already developed in Seeing
Sociologically (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]) and in his doctoral dissertation
(1952). By generating a model of the actor and her/his knowledge and
orientation to the world, social scientists produced a dummy that had
nothing in common with the concrete actor in specific situations. Gar-
finkel argued that characteristics that scientific observers subscribed to
as the imagined standards of their investigative and theorizing conduct
were used to construct the model of a person who acts in a manner
governed by these ideals (Garfinkel 1967d). Anne Rawls (2008b: 53)
explains the short-coming of the model of the rational actor:

Assuming a rational man [...] results in creating a model of the actor
who is a dummy—and whose own experiences count for nothing.
It is the observer (or the model) who decides everything in rational
man theory. The observer’s reason is always complete, while the ac-
tor’s reason is always incomplete (because the model requires perfect
knowledge of the whole model—which only the observer has).

Instead, Garfinkel suggested shifting the focus from an imagined
actor to the “constitutive practices” and thus treating the actor as com-
petent and having sufficient information to be able to act in the situa-
tion at hand. In Garfinkel’s view the actors’ competence and knowledge
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to act in the situation are a precondition for the production of mutually
intelligible actions. Rawls (2008b: 53) summarizes Garfinkel’s argu-
ment:

The actor must be competent to both produce and recognize prac-
tices in order to make any mutually intelligible sense. They must be
morally competent as well because they must both trust the com-
petence and commitment of others and be trusted in return: a gift
exchange at a highly detailed sophisticated sequential level of inter-

action.!

Garfinkel therefore proposes to study the rational properties of
activities that are accessible to analysis and asks, how can ethnometh-
odology investigate the rationality of the everyday? And how are the
outcomes of ethnomethodology’s research different from those of “tra-
ditional” sociologists?

Garfinkel argued that traditional sociology developed and de-
ployed theories and concepts, as well as “formal-analytic methods,” that
had nothing in common with the social world. Traditional sociologists
were not concerned with exploring the contingent details of the social
world, but rather, “they treat order as an aggregate result of individual
action in a context of either structurally constrained or goal-oriented
activity” (Rawls 2008a: 703). Hence, sociologists relied on statistical
research methods to generate order from their scientific perspective,
rather than from the perspective of the “members” of society. Garfinkel
(1988) described this theoretical and methodological basis of tradi-
tional sociology that aggregated and generalized over contingent spe-
cifics as “Parsons’ Plenum” (Garfinkel 1988). In doing so, he rejected
Parsons’ view that there was no orderliness in the plenum, “which is a
reference to the fullness of contingent detail that resides in mundane
experiences” (Maynard 1996: 2). Rather than ascribing orderliness to
external stimuli, such as a normative system, or internalized meanings,
“the organization of everyday interaction is due to participants’ own
contingently embodied activities and actions as those arise in and as
the concrete plentitude of lived experience” (Maynard 1996: 2).
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Garfinkel (1991) expanded this notion of Parsons’ plenum by sug-
gesting that Parsons, as “the spokesperson for the social science move-
ment” differentiates between the “concreteness of organizational things
on the one hand and real society that methods of constructive analysis
could provide on the other” (ibid.: 14). Traditional sociologists such
as Parsons proposed that only by using formal-analytic methods were
social scientists able to describe order. In light of this argument soci-
ologists have conducted myriad studies that now make up a corpus of
knowledge and literature that is the intellectual basis for the “world-
wide social science movement” (Garfinkel 2002, 2007a; Garfinkel and
Wieder 1992).

Garfinkel criticized the basis of the “social science movement”
because, in his view, it was based on the distinction between the con-
structed order and real society. His critique implied that traditional
sociology could only construct the order in real society by using for-
mal-analytic methods (Psathas 1999).Traditional sociological analyses
ignored “the enacted, unmediated, directly and immediately witness-
able details of immortal ordinary society” (Garfinkel 2002: 97) because
they relied on commonsense sociological thinking. They generated
glosses of the organization of activities, leaving Durkheim’s social facts
unexplored. Therefore, they were not different from members mun-
dane constructions of order in the everyday; members, after all, were
folk sociologists (Wieder 1974). Zimmerman and Pollner (1970) then
argue that in light of the recognition that the domain of sociologists
and people in the everyday is the same, some sociologists would ask,
“so what,” because they as scientists would see themselves as better
equipped to grasp social reality than lay people. Their studies are pro-
duced to enrich the sociological knowledge of society.

Ethnomethodology aims to move beyond constructing order just
for the purpose of adding to the corpus of the worldwide social science
movement. As Garfinkel and Wieder (1992) argued, the ethnomethod-
ological perspective on Durkheim’s immortal society is “asymmetrically
alternate” to the perspective offered by traditional sociology. Garfin-
kel suggested that social order exists independently from the formal-
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analytic methods that social scientists deploy to study it. And because
of their reliance on formal-analytic methods, sociologists are unable
to grasp the practices through which social order is produced; these
methods do not allow access to the practical organization of these ac-
tivities. Garfinkel argued that

[T]he phenomena that escape are empirically the case and empiri-
cally researchable. Their escape cannot be imagined. They escape
from carefully designed and carefully administered empirically
grounded social analytic theory. That they escape and just how they
escape are instructably observable and instructably reproducible.
Just what escapes and just how they escape are phenomena of im-
mortal ordinary society. Their escape is socially systematic. The phe-
nomena that escape specify Durkheim’s immortal, ordinary society
(Garfinkel, 2002: 133).

The result is an asymmetric relationship between ethnomethod-
ology and “conventional” sociology. Ethnomethodology examines
phenomena of social order that are also of interest to traditional soci-
ologists; traditional sociologists, however, use formal-analytic meth-
ods that are not suitable for studying the phenomena of social order
that ethnomethodologists discover through their research.

Ethnomethodological analyses use methods and principles that
Garfinkel elaborated throughout his career. In his book Ethnomethod-
ology’s Program (Garfinkel 2002) discussed these methods and prin-
ciples in some detail. Looking back at Garfinkel’s development of the
ethnomethodological program since the 1940s, we can see that these
methods and principles instantiate the specifically ethnomethodologi-
cal attitude that Garfinkel began to explicate in Seeing Sociologically
(Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). In the following, I discuss the key principles
of ethnomethodology: indexicality; the documentary method of inter-
pretation; accounts; reflexivity; unique adequacy; endogenous popu-
lations; perspicuous settings; ethnomethodological indifference; and
Lebenswelt Pair.
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Indexicality and objectivity

Garfinkel derived the concept of indexicality from his breaching exper-
iments. The concept refers to the context boundedness of action and is
critical for studies in ethnomethodology as well as conversation analy-
sis that have developed in its light since the 1960s. With the develop-
ment of the concept of indexicality, Garfinkel radicalized the concept
of context that, at the time, was being discussed in linguistics.

In the social sciences there is a common convention to differenti-
ate between indexical utterances made in everyday life and objective
utterances or propositions made by scientists. Scientists are concerned
with producing objective and generalizable propositions. The every-
day, however, is made up of contingent actions and events; the meaning
of “objects” changes over time and, indeed, from one moment to the
next. For the social scientist the question, therefore, is how can s/he
arrive from the contingent and particular to the objective and general-
izable. Or in other words, how the social scientist defines the relation-
ship between the everyday and science is constitutive for the outcome
of her/his studies.

As we saw above, Parsons followed an approach that was designed to
develop a scientific approach to sociology. He argued for the development
of a “grand theory” that would provide a framework for an empirical so-
cial science. He believed that such a theoretical framework would allow
the sociologist to highlight the orderliness of the social world by relating
observations to variables pre-specified by the model. Using this model of
the social world, the sociologist could investigate how norms and pro-
cesses of internalization guarantee social order; the contingencies of the
everyday, such as indexical actions, would disappear from view, as the
social scientist could produce objective descriptions of the social world.

Schutz proposed a different approach to studying the social world.
He aimed to overcome the distinction between indexicality and objectiv-
ity by considering every utterance and action as indexical and situated
in the “here” and “now”” In his analyses he argued that for participants
themselves, contingencies and indexicality are unproblematic. They are

95



Harold Garfinkel
The Creation and Development of Ethnomethodology

able to generalize the indexical specifics of the everyday by generating
and deploying types and typifications. His interest lay in the ways in
which norms and social identity are constituted by virtue of typification
processes (Schutz 1967b [1932]).

Garfinkel was not satisfied with the answer Schutz had given to the
question about the relationship between indexicality and objectivity
because, in his view, Schutz’s reliance on typifications was insufficient
to understand the emergence of intersubjectivity; processes of typifica-
tion do not help to explain how participants practically act and interact
in concrete situations. Although, for example, a greeting is intelligible
as a particular type of action, every participant needs to orally and ver-
bally accomplish the greeting in a particular way, in a concrete situa-
tion, and many (perhaps an infinite number of) actions can be seen as
greetings. Therefore, it is challenging to even imagine how typifications
can overcome and reduce the complexity of situations. Garfinkel “radi-
calized” or “totalized” the indexical character of meaning by arguing
that that indexicality was a property of each and every action. In this
sense, he abandoned Husserl and Schutz’s distinction of objective, sub-
jective, and situated meaning, and conceived of meaning as fundamen-
tally “situated” and indexical (Eberle 1984).

For participants, the indexicality of social situations does not
become problematic because practical reasoning and the use of the
“documentary method of interpretation” allow them to continuously
accomplish moment-by-moment observable and intelligible socially
organized situations. Participants are able to understand and produce
intelligible action, despite the meaning of action being context bound;
i.e., the meaning of action is influenced by the contingent circumstanc-
es of action, and meaning and order are therefore “fleeting” phenomena
(Bergmann 1985). Garfinkel talks here of “quiddities” (Garfinkel 1988)
and later of “haecceties” (Garfinkel 2007a) of action; both terms refer
to the uniqueness and “just-thisness” of meaning (Garfinkel 1991), i.e.,
to the indexicality of social order. Social order exists only in and for the
moment when it is accomplished; a moment later, it has already been
transformed and reappears in a new form.
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In his doctoral dissertation (1952) and later studies, Garfinkel
(1963, 1967) demonstrated how participants deal with doubt and
emerging crises in social situations by coming up with explanations
that restore social order. His breaching experiments showed that mem-
bers have competencies, i.e., practical knowledge and skills that they
bring to bear in concrete situations, in order to understand and intel-
ligibly produce social order. These competencies and the knowledge
that members have about the organization of situations normally re-
main unquestioned. Indeed, members do not show an interest in the
details of situations; they are not concerned with the way in which ac-
tions are produced: “For members to be ‘interested’ would consist of
their undertaking to make the ‘reflexive’ character of practical activities
observable” (Garfinkel 1967b: 9). There would be a need for them to
ongoingly produce accounts for their actions that examine their artful,
moment-by-moment accomplishments.

For participants, therefore, indexicality is unproblematic. Social
scientists, however, have difficulty in understanding that order can arise
from indexicality. In their analyses they aim to develop objective and
generalizable explanations that are valid and transcend the analyzed
situation.? They consider objectivity and generalizability as key proper-
ties of scientific propositions that allow them to claim superiority of
their knowledge over that of actors in the everyday. Social scientists
arrive at objectivity and generalizability when they deploy methods
that are accepted in, and intelligible to, the community of social scien-
tists. In their view, the fundamental basis for the legitimacy of scientific
claims is that the social scientific community can assess the objectivity
and truth of propositions and the correct deployment of methods that
have been used to make such claims.

Garfinkel argued that this social scientific striving for objectivity
generates a corpus of knowledge that is fundamentally different from
the practical knowledge that actors use in the contingent circumstanc-
es of everyday life. Social scientists produce explanations that are use-
ful to scientific discourse, but are ignorant of everyday phenomena.
The statistical research methods that had dominated the social sci-
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ences since the 1950s created measures that were treated as indicators
or signs and representations for intentioned results, and were not used
to literally describe observations and findings. Thus, they missed the
actual phenomena of everyday social order.

The Documentary Method of Interpretation

Above I have briefly mentioned the “documentary method of interpre-
tation” that participants themselves use to render their actions intel-
ligible to others and to make sense of others’ actions. In the Studies,
Garfinkel defines the method in the following way:

The method consists of treating an actual appearance as ‘the docu-
ment of; as ‘pointing to, as ‘standing on behalf of” a presupposed
underlying pattern. Not only is the underlying pattern derived from
its individual documentary evidences, but the individual documen-
tary evidences, in their turn, are interpreted on the basis of ‘what is
known’ about the underlying pattern. Each is used to elaborate the
other” (Garfinkel 1967¢ [1962]: 78).

In his explanation of the documentary method of interpretation,
Garfinkel (1956b, 1967¢ [1962]) referred to Mannheim’s (1952) paper
“On the Interpretation of ‘Weltanschauung”” In this paper, Mannheim
developed a theory of meaning or knowledge that arises as people
communicate and interact with each other. This knowledge is atheo-
retical and remains unexplicated and tacit. It, however, is embodied
in or documented by participants’ actions that occur within specific
circumstances.

With the documentary method of interpretation Garfinkel point-
ed to the way in which participants deal with the distinction between
objective knowledge and the indexicality of action. Action does not
appear on a blank canvas, but is produced against a background or
context that itself is dynamic and continuously changing. When peo-
ple observe an action, they see it emerging within and contributing
to a context that provides them with the resources to make sense of
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the action. Because the action changes the context, its meaning is in-
dexical, while, at the same time, intelligible, because it relates to the
particular circumstances of its occurrence. Situations do not require
people to make explicit this relationship between action and context.
Participants tacitly assume that all those present in a situation make
sense of the circumstances in the same way. They therefore expect that
everybody in the situation is able to understand ongoing events and
align her/his action with them. Only when such alignment of actions
and sense-making practices is not forthcoming are accounts produced
that explain what is going on. Yet, in ordinary circumstances, actions
themselves are documents and are treated as documents of the organi-
zation of the situation.

Accounts and Accounting

Ethnomethodological studies analyze everyday activities as mem-
bers’ methods for making those same activities visibly-rational-and-
reportable-for-all-practical-purposes, i.e., ‘accountable, as organiza-

tions of commonplace everyday activities (Garfinkel 1967b: vii).

Although participants rarely question their actions and the order
of situations, they are able to explain the rationality of their actions. In
this sense, actions are account-able, i.e., observable and reportable. It
is worthwhile remembering here that before taking up his studies of
sociology, Garfinkel undertook education and training to become an
accountant and worked in the family business. This experience pro-
vided Garfinkel with experiences in entering accounts through which
a particular order is created and made visible in a way that it accounts
for the monetary flows in and out of a business. Or, in other words, the
activities (accounting) of the accountant create relationships between
individual accounts through which the balance sheet is generated. If an
entry into a balance sheet is questioned, then actions can be conducted
that explain and account for the entry to restore the order of the bal-
ance sheet.
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Garfinkel’s training and work as an accountant can be seen as one
of the starting points for his development of the concepts of account
and accounting (Rawls 2002: 10). Just as an accountant can provide
an account for her/his entries in the balance sheet, so participants in
situations are able to account for their actions. Garfinkel argued that
when accounting for their actions, participants draw on the same stock
of knowledge that they bring to bear when producing their actions.
Accounts are therefore the “communicative effort” (Garfinkel 2006
[1948]) through which participants make observable and reportable
what they are doing and how their actions can be seen and interpreted,
and make possible and establish, if only momentarily, intersubjectiv-
ity. At the same time, Garfinkel’s notion of accountability and account
involves a normative aspect, as actors are responsible for their actions:
“Garfinkel concluded that shared methods of reasoning generate con-
tinuously updated implicit understandings of what is happening in
social contexts—a ‘running index; as it were, of what is happening in
a social event” (Heritage 1988: 128). When participants act in a situa-
tion, accountability is always in the background as an ordering prin-
ciple. The ‘running index’ is created moment-by-moment and, while
often taken for granted, is called upon when participants are asked for
overt explanations for their actions.

The everyday largely runs smoothly and participants are not often
confronted with crises; completely unanticipated events accounts are
taken for granted and remain difficult to explore and analyze by so-
cial scientists. Garfinkel (1952, 1963, 1967a) therefore devised tutorial
exercises that shook participants’ trust in situations and encouraged
them to search for explanations for actions; i.e., actions that normal-
ize the situation in which, for a moment at least, participants have lost
the competence and do not have sufficient information to act. The ac-
counts that participants produced were aspects of action that render
reportable why particular actions were accomplished in a particular
moment and in a particular way, and why and how they were embed-
ded in the ongoing organization of action. Each action, therefore, is
principally accountable, i.e., explainable; an explanation can be found
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as to why it was produced in the way it was produced at a particular
moment (cf. Koschmann 2012; Thielmann 2012).

Mark Peyrot (1982) illustrated the characteristics of an account by
using the example of a joke that its recipient does not understand. He
highlighted the difference between the telling of a joke and the formu-
lation of a joke, i.e., the explanation why something is humorous or
funny. Telling a joke and explaining a joke are not only two different
activities, but they are also produced to elicit very different responses:
a joke is told to make the co-participant laugh; the explanation of the
joke, however, is produced as a means to help the co-participant under-
stand why laughing is the appropriate response to the joke. Or, in other
words, when laughing in response to something a participant has said,
a co-participant confirms the jokiness of the said and thus contributes
to the said as being constituted as a joke. If laughter is not forthcoming,
the joke is constituted by providing an account for its jokiness that the
co-participant (hopefully) responds to, by saying that they now under-
stand why the said is funny; yet laughter, then, is not or not necessarily
produced, because accounts of jokes are rarely humorous.

In Garfinkel’s (1967a) research are numerous examples that we
could draw on to explain the concept of accounts. When earlier dis-
cussing ad hoc considerations, I referred to Garfinkel’s study of the
ways in which the coders of the information dealt with incongruities
between the content of clinical records and their knowledge of the
organization of activities within the organization. In such cases, the
co-workers were able to make sense of the incongruity by deploying
ad hoc practices, such as “et cetera,” “unless,” “let it pass,” and “fac-
tum valet” These practices allowed the coders to reinstate the order-
liness of the records and make them fit with reality for all practical
purposes.

Introductory texts to ethnomethodology often link Garfinkels
analysis of accounts and accounting with the documentary method of
interpretation. These explanations of accounts and accounting dem-
onstrate the importance of the concept within ethnomethodology
because they characterize accounting practices as a resource that par-
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ticipants deploy to display and assure themselves that they act in an
intersubjective world.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity is at the heart of the tension between ethnomethodology
and traditional or “formal-analytic” sociology. Traditional sociology
turns members’ accounts of social relationships into variables by cod-
ing and measuring them. The resulting sociological accounts of social
relationships, as published in journal articles and books, are subject to
questions regarding their validity and reliability. Sociological theory,
therefore, is concerned with questions about the “correct” representa-
tion of social order by these accounts. In this sense, sociological theory
considers scientific accounts of the social world as superior to the per-
spective of the everyday actor, because social scientists use theories of
knowledge, power, and agency to reflect on action: “reflexivity in gen-
eral offers no guarantee of insight and revelation” (Lynch 2000a: 47). As
Wilson and Zimmerman (1979: 54) noted, what sociological theorists
“overlook [is] the fact that the production of accounts is a social phe-
nomenon in its own right, including the production of those accounts
that are the basis for sociologists’ depictions of the social organization
of society” In other words, sociological theory ignores the contextual
embeddedness of accounts, i.e., it considers accounts of social rela-
tionships, such as demographic information, educational background,
etc. as stable reference points, without recognizing that these accounts
themselves are produced within and are constitutive of, a specific
context.

For Garfinkel, the production of accounts itself was embed-
ded within specific circumstances. Such circumstances arise in, and
through, the production of actions that gain their sense and signifi-
cance within the specific circumstances. Hence, Garfinkel not only ar-
gued that the meaning of actions was indexical (see above), but also
that the context within which actions are produced was itself indexical.
Despite the contingency of meaning resulting from this indexicality,
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participants experience the social world as coherent and meaningful.
In fact, they hold each other to account for their actions.

In drawing on Gurwitsch’s (2012 [1964]) Field of Consciousness*
and Wittgensteins (1973 [1951]) Philosophical Investigations Garfin-
kel suggested that we are unable to see “the whole as assembled out of
pre-existing parts, nor of the parts as determined by some pre-existing
whole” (Wilson and Zimmerman 1979: 59). Heritage (1984) referred
to optical illusions, such as the well known face/goblet and the rabbit/
duck images. Participants encountering one of these images see either
a face or a goblet (rabbit or duck), and what they see depends on their
knowledge of the underlying pattern (Heritage 1984: 86). For example,
by seeing Figure 5.1 as a duck, participants interpret the left part of the
image as beak and the small indention on the right as irrelevant.

When, however, interpreting the same image as a rabbit, the in-
dention gains relevance and is interpreted as the rabbit’s mouth, while
the left part is seen as the rabbits ears. In other words, in seeing the
image as a duck or a rabbit, people bring to bear their knowledge of
animals, and this knowledge overrides the visual cues given by the im-
age (Heritage 1984: 87-88).

In social situations, when people are confronted with indexical ex-
pressions, be they oral, visible, or of another kind, they are able to make
sense of them by using contextual cues to explain why an action has

Figure 5.1
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been produced in a particular moment in a particular way. They con-
textualize actions and constitute their meaning by relating them to the
particular circumstances in which they are produced. Ordinarily, this
process of meaning making is “seen but unnoticed.” Garfinkel’s demon-
strations, as well as optical illusions, are a technique in which accounts
can be engendered that render participants’ background knowledge
observable. In social situations, participants ordinarily tacitly assume
a common understanding of the world they act in and expect that each
other is able to and will understand, indexical expressions:

The anticipation that persons will understand, the occasionality of
expressions, the specific vagueness of references, the retrospective-
prospective sense of a present occurrence, waiting for something
later in order to see what was meant before, are sanctioned proper-
ties of common discourse (Garfinkel 1967e [1962]: 87).

In this sense, then, we see that for Garfinkel and ethnomethodol-
ogy, part and whole, constitute each other; are not independent from
each other, but they are reflexively interrelated. Moment-by-moment,
participants produce recognizable relationships between actions and
the context in which they are produced.

Garfinkel’s (1967f) analysis of jury deliberations are a pertinent
example to explain the ethnomethodological principle of reflexivity. In
their deliberations, jurors discuss arguments, propositions, and state-
ments that prosecutors and lawyers have made in court. They examine
the statements and other materials featured in the court proceedings
and try to make sense of the events in court. In this sense, the jurors’
actions and the statements and events in court are in a reflexive rela-
tionship to the deliberations. The meetings become intelligible as delib-
erations of a jury, rather than any other kind of group or organization,
by virtue of the ways in which their members refer to and use materials
and statements or voice arguments with regard to evidence given in
court, etc.

In a similar way, Garfinkel (2002) refers to the concept of reflex-
ivity when discussing the relationship between action and context.
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Actions continuously generate the context within which they are
produced and that shapes them. Context does not describe a clearly
delineated environment where action occurs, rather context itself is
reflexively constituted by virtue of the relationships between actions
and the way in which participants specify aspects of identity, time, and
space. Heritage (1984: 242) famously talks about actions as being at the
same time “context-shaped” and “context-renewing;’” a statement that
has been very influential in conversation analysis in particular.

A brief example might help clarify the relationship between action
and context. Conventionally, a distinction is drawn between instruc-
tions and instructed action, whereby the former are seen as defining the
production of the latter; actors are seen as following instructions, for
example, to drill a hole in a wall. Through his tutorial exercises Gar-
finkel (2002: 197-217) demonstrated that instruction and instructed
action are not independent from each other, but interdependent. In-
structions never completely describe how an action, such as the drill-
ing of a hole in a wall, is accomplished. They are necessarily incomplete
and determined only in and through the practical accomplishment of
instructed actions. When, in the process of the accomplishment of the
instructed action, the ‘intended’ result is achieved, the actions implied
in the instruction are specified; i.e., the actions implied in the instruc-
tion to drill the hole in a wall only emerge when the person actually
does the drilling of the hole. In other words, the drilling of the hole
constitutes the instruction; thus instruction and instructed action are
in a reflexive relationship (Garfinkel 2002: 203-204).

Unique Adequacy

When discussing Garfinkel's PhD dissertation, I suggested that his dis-
cussion of the difference between Parsons and Schutz, or the theory of
correspondence and the theory of congruency, respectively, prefigured his
later development of a sociological attitude, as he called it in his manu-
script from 1948 (2006), which would allow him to overcome the Schut-
zian distinction of the actors’ and the scientists’ first and second order
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observations. The innovation of the ethnomethodological attitude lies
in the postulate of unique adequacy, which demands the researchers to
fully embed themselves into the social activities and acquire the compe-
tence and skills of the participants in order to be able to understand and
pursue the activities just like the participants themselves. The principle of
unique adequacy is based on the assumption that ethnomethodologists
can make sense of others’ activities only when they become members, i.e.,
participants, in the situation and experience it with their own bodies, just
like those who usually work in and experience the situation. Ethnometh-
odologists are not concerned with explaining the organization of the sit-
uation by referring to sociological concepts and theories. Instead the mo-
tivation behind ethnomethodological research is to adequately describe
how any competent participant (or member, in Garfinkel’s terms) orients
to the situation. It is worthwhile pointing out that when Garfinkel talked
about adequacy in this context, he did not refer to the notion of “taking
the role of the other” (Mead 1934), one of the key concepts in symbolic
interactionism. In fact, even in his 1948 manuscript he had written that
“the concept of ‘seeing things from the actor’s point of view; even where
the rules of procedure provide for sympathetic introspection, does not
mean that the observer is ‘taking the role of the other” (Garfinkel 2006:
176). By 1948, he was already strongly critical of the interactionists” argu-
ment that adequacy could be achieved by virtue of imagining the other’s
attitude and orientation. Instead, at this time, Garfinkel suggested an
alignment with Schutzs position, which implied a suspension of “the
possibility of a community between the actor and the observer” (Garfin-
kel 1952: 112), because they approach situations with different attitudes,
i.e.,, the natural attitude and the scientific attitude. Later, the postulate of
unique adequacy would embody the fundamental shift in his concept of
sociology, when he argued for a blending of the actor’s and the observer’s
attitudes.

Ethnomethodology now differentiates between two kinds of
unique adequacy that have emerged over the course of its history. The
weak version of unique adequacy requires the researcher to develop an
everyday and “vulgar” competence of the analyzed phenomenon:
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Unique adequacy is identical with the requirement that for the ana-
lyst to recognize, or identify, or follow the development of, or de-
scribe phenomena of order in local production of coherent detail
the analyst must be vulgarly competent in the local production and
reflexively natural accountability of the phenomenon of order he [or
she] is ‘studying’ (Garfinkel and Wieder 1992: 182).

Thereby, Garfinkel and Wieder describe vulgar competence as the
knowledge that participants bring to bear in order to be able to con-
tinue to take part in the situation and to be seen as competent. The
researcher can acquire such competence, for example, by virtue of par-
ticipant observation.

The strong version of unique adequacy particularly refers to the
way in which the analysis is presented. The methods of accounting for
and describing the organization the researcher uses to understand and
make sense of the participants’ action are directly derived from the ex-
amined action. The ethnomethodologist focuses her/his analysis and
description on the methods that the participants deploy to pursue their
activities. This strong version of unique adequacy can be found in stud-
ies by ethnomethodologists who became jazz pianists (David Sudnow);
lawyers (Stacy Burns); and mathematicians (Eric Livingston), among
others. By acquiring the practical skills and competencies of profes-
sionals, ethnomethodologists conduct the activities of jazz pianists,
lawyers, and mathematicians themselves, rather than generate social
scientific descriptions of the same.

Unique adequacy clearly distinguishes the ethnomethodological
from the conventional sociological perspective. The differences be-
tween the two kinds of unique adequacy relate to the degree to which
the ethnomethodologist acquires the participants’ competencies in the
respective field of studies and what kind of account and description
s/he produces based on her/his research. In this sense, the ethnometh-
odological principle of unique adequacy can be seen as a version of
the emic perspective that characterizes Goffman’s studies (Rooke and
Kagioglou 2007); from this perspective, social order is made sense of
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from the perspective of someone embedded in the organization and
not from the etic perspective of a social scientist. The differentiation
between weak and strong unique adequacy, however, also demon-
strates that the principle is layered and that different studies require a
different kind of unique adequacy.

Endogenous Populations

As we have learned from examining Garfinkel’s perspective on iden-
tity and groups, he did not consider the presence of particular peo-
ple or persons constitutive for the existence of populations, rather he
described them as phenomena of order that are made observable and
intelligible through social action. He thereby referred, for example, to
populations of waiting queues and traffic jams. He also used the term
phenomena of order to describe the organization of some of the ac-
tivities performed as part of his tutorial exercises, such as rhythmic
clapping (Garfinkel 2002). In their analyses, Garfinkel and the eth-
nomethodologists are concerned with these populations and the
actions that produce them in such ways that a particular social form be-
comes observable. In a well-known introduction to ethnomethodolo-
gy, Eric Livingston (1987) used a crowd of people crossing a street as an
example to explain different perspectives for examining the phenom-
enon. When observed from a bird’s-eye perspective, the people created
a triangular formation to avoid the traffic. However, the observer could
move to a different perspective, from where s/he could focus on par-
ticular parts of the crowd and analyze particular local patterns that may
interpret the organizational principles underlying people’s crossing of
the street. A third perspective would involve the ethnomethodologist
becoming a member of the crowd and understanding the practices in-
volved in crossing the street from within the crowd. This would allow
her/him to experience, first-hand, the reflexive relationships between
the participant’s actions and those of other people in the crowd.

The shift of perspective from the bird’s-eye to a perspective that
provides the researcher access to the details of the practical organiza-
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tion allows the ethnomethodologist to examine in situ the organiza-
tional principles of the phenomenon. The analysis of autochthonous or
endogenous populations demonstrates that they are independent from
the presence of particular people and their social-demographic char-
acteristics, and that they are, instead, constituted in and through the
organization of members’ practical action.

Perspicuous Settings

When explaining why he had selected particular organizations, insti-
tutions and settings for his studies, Garfinkel (2002) referred to per-
spicuous settings. Perspicuous settings are domains where phenomena
can be particularly clearly observed. In his definition of perspicuous
settings, Garfinkel turned to “Sacks’ gloss.” In one of his studies, Sacks
encountered the distinction between objects that can be possessed
and therefore are possessable, and objects that already belong to some-
body and therefore are possessitives. Sacks was then interested in how
members in the everyday dealt with this distinction and, on reflection,
mentioned to Garfinkel that the best way forward to find out was to
find an organization whose task and function it was to determine the
distinction between possessables and possessitives. He found such an
organization in the Los Angeles Police Department, whose police of-
ficers regularly came across cars parked on the street with an unclear
status; did somebody park the car there or had the car been left behind
by car thieves? Ever since, “Sacks’ Gloss” has been drawn on by ethno-
methodologists as a method to look for settings that are particularly
well suited to pursue a research question. Hence, when ethnomethod-
ologists are interested in exploring particular practices, they look for a
setting where these practices occur on a regular basis because they are
key to the organizations work. Indeed, Garfinkel sometimes said he
would read occupational handbooks to learn about the work activities
particular occupations are concerned with in their daily work.

A concept related to Garfinkel and Wieder’s (1992) discussion of
perspicuous setting is Michael Lynch’s (1993) discussion of epistopics.
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In his seminal book Scientific Practice and Ordinary Action he explains
that vernacular descriptions such as observation, discovery, explana-
tion, or representation obscure that they are ordinary and mundane
activities. Eric Laurier describes this in the following way:

Ethnomethodology seeks a return to them as ordinary practices
(e.g., birdwatchers observing eagles, neurologists redoing an ex-
periment, economists measuring hospital efficiency, landscape gar-
deners imagining a new shrubbery, and explaining why one was so
upset at work today) and in doing so remove the metaphysical aura
of these grand topics (Laurier 2009: 632).

Ethnomethodological Indifference

While ethnomethodological research may be interested in particular
practices and seeks perspicuous settings when these practices can be
found, it does not begin with theoretical concerns that are drawn from
the existing social scientific corpus. It is also not concerned with the
attitude and orientation of members with regard to a practical problem
they have to deal with. In fact, ethnomethodologists are indifferent to
these sociological interests, as well as to members’ orientations (Garfin-
kel and Sacks 1970). Instead, their interest lies with understanding the
phenomenon of order they observe in social situations. Thus, ethno-
methodologists find out how participants in a particular situation sys-
tematically and “methodically” accomplish their actions pragmatically,
through an action-by-action analysis of what an adequate next action
is in a specific moment. Lynch (1993) referred to Garfinkel’s (1967¢)
study of the co-workers coding information in a clinic. In his analysis
Garfinkel was concerned with how the co-workers pursued this every-
day activity and how they were treating information they were unable
to attribute to particular codes. He argued that in such cases, the per-
son who coded the information relied on “ad-hoc practices,” such as
the previously mentioned “et cetera” clause, to accomplish their work.
This way of coding information sharply contradicted the methodology
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underlying conventional sociology, which needed to avoid ambiguities
to make sure their findings were objective and generalizable.

Garfinkel's arguments and the principle of ethnomethodological
indifference have implications for his understanding of the methods
that ethnomethodologists deploy in their studies. In response to their
critical view of traditional sociology, Garfinkel and other ethnometh-
odologists were often asked what they would consider to be evidence
and how they would make decisions about the inclusion and exclusion
of data as evidence in their studies (Garfinkel in Hill and Crittenden
1968). Rather than engaging in a discussion about validity and reliabil-
ity, they argued for a different way to conduct social scientific research
(Garfinkel and Sacks 1970). They proposed to define methods not in
the way in which natural scientists would define it, i.e., as a standard-
ized and objectively assessable process that guarantees the production
of generalizable findings. Instead, ethnomethodologists argued in fa-
vor of analyzing the methods that participants themselves deploy in
particular, concrete situations. Thereby, they suggested that close ob-
servations of the accomplishment of these methods would allow them
to gain an understanding of how a particular action is produced in a
certain way at a certain moment.

Lebenswelt Pair

The notion of Lebenswelt Pair features quite prominently in Livingston’s
(1987) studies of mathematical proofs. His ethnomethodological analy-
ses draw on Garfinkel and Sacks’ (1970) distinction of practical action
and formulation, such as instructed action and instruction, playing chess
and the strategy of playing chess, or examining a patient and the patient’s
clinical record. With regards to Livingstons studies, the mathematical
proof is made up of the formulation of the proof, i.e., the proof-account,
and the lived-work of proving. The two parts of the pair are inextricably
linked with each other. “The pairing—as one integral object, not as two
distinct ‘parts’ circumstantially joined—is the ‘proof” in and as the details
of its own accomplishments” (Livingston 1987: 112).
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Garfinkel discusses the concept of Lebenswelt Pair in his Ethno-
methodological Program (2002) and then again a bit later in two jour-
nal articles (Garfinkel 2007b; Garfinkel and Liberman 2007). In these
publications, he uses Lebenswelt Pair to explain ethnomethodology’s
concern with practices and processes, while at the same time show-
ing how these practices are related to formulations and accounts. As
an example of such a Lebenswelt Pair, he referred to the distinction of
“measure” and the process of “measuring.” He argued that while soci-
ology was often looking for differences between measures, such as dif-
ferences between social classes, it ignored the practices that needed to
be accomplished to arrive at those measures, i.e., the practices of mea-
suring including the gathering of data, the deployment of statistical
tools and technologies, etc. To give another example, grades in schools
are used by sociologists as indicators of pupils’ achievements. Grades
are compared and investigations are conducted to identify reasons
underlying variations between pupils’ performance, for example, by
generating correlations with pupils’ socio-demographic and economic
background, their gender, etc. In Garfinkel’s view, the focus on mea-
sures rather than on the practices of measuring meant that sociology
lost what is at the core of the enterprise, i.e., the organization of practice
through which a “social fact,” such as grades in school, is assessed.

Garfinkel argued for a shift in focus from measures that transform
qualities, such as achievements in school, into quantitative indicators,
to the practices of measuring. There are different ways in which sociol-
ogists can study this process of commensuration, i.e., the transforming
of qualities into quantities (cf. Stevens and Espeland 2005). For exam-
ple, an ethnographer can observe and make fieldnotes on this process.
Thereby, s/he creates a set of documents, i.e., ethnographic fieldnotes,
collections of sketches and photographs, etc. that exist alongside the
certificates that show pupils’ achievement in school as “grades” Both
documents, the ethnographer’s description and the certificates, are in
an asymmetric relationship to each other because the ethnographic ac-
count of the process allows the researcher, to some extent, to reconstruct
and understand the way in which the achievement was measured. Yet,
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when starting with the certificates that mark pupils’ achievement in
school, it is impossible to understand the process of grading that is de-
scribed in the ethnographic fieldnotes. In other words, social scientists
who base their analyses on reports, transcripts or other kinds of codes
that are supposed to stand for members’ practices reduce the concrete
situation to such an extent that they create a gap in the literature, rather
than filling one; they utterly ignore the “missing what” (Lynch 1993)°,
i.e., the practical knowledge and competences that participants deploy
in situations.®

Another well-known example of a Lebenswelt Pair that Garfinkel
(2002) and his students elaborated on was the relationship between
instructions and instructed actions. Instructions like those that come
with flat-pack furniture are unavoidably incomplete, because they de-
scribe the various phases or stages in the assembly of a piece of furni-
ture, but fail to describe the detailed practices involved in the assembly
process. These detailed practices are the ‘instructed’ actions that draw
on the instructions as resources, but whichfor the completion of the
task of assembling the furniture require a filling in of ‘blanks’—those
practices that need to be undertaken but are not covered by the in-
structions. In the process of their accomplishment these practices con-
stitute the drawings and sketches that have come with the furniture as
“instructions,” and in turn through the process of assembling the furni-
ture with the help of the “instructions” the practices become intelligible
as “instructed actions.” This example reveals how ethnomethodologists
deal with the asymmetric relationship of the elements that make up
a Lebenswelt Pair. Instead of analyzing the instructions, ethnometh-
odological studies shift the focus to the practical accomplishment and
achievement of instructions. Their analyses in various technology-rich
environments have made important contributions to the technical sci-
ences, such as Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) or
Human Computer Interaction (HCI).

As Garfinkel continued to explicate the ethnomethodological pro-
gram and thereby further develop the ethnomethodological perspec-
tive, he gradually distanced himself from early ethnomethodology
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which was more clearly influenced by Schutz’s phenomenology. The
tutorial exercises that were key to Garfinkel’s doctoral research in the
1950s aimed to make the taken-for-granted knowledge as the basis for
the social order of situations, observable and experience-able. In the
course of the development of the ethnomethodological program, Gar-
finkel (1996, 2002) became increasingly interested in investigating the
experience of endogenous and autochthonous organization of social
situations. The shift in Garfinkel's more recent studies to the embod-
ied practices through which order is produced and experienced marks
a distancing from, or at least a new way of interpreting, i.e., a “mis-
reading,” of Schutz’s phenomenology.

Lynch (1993: 133-141) talked about the early ethnomethodology
that was built on Schutz’s conceptions of worlds and cognitive style as pro-
to-ethnomethodology. This proto-ethnomethodology “did not empha-
size the concrete embodiment of local action” (Lynch 1993: 137), and was
therefore sometimes seen in relationship to concurrent developments in
the cognitive sciences. In particular, discussions of the breaching experi-
ments seemed to suggest that Garfinkel had an interest in actors’ cogni-
tive orientation and adherence to tacit rules or norms in situations. How-
ever, this interpretation of Garfinkel's demonstrations and early studies
overlooked, as Lynch (1993: 141) observed, that Garfinkel “demonstrates
how these [“background expectancies,” “common understandings”] are
intertwined with ‘scenic’ features of commonplace settings rather than
founded in a normative or cognitive space” (Lynch 1993: 141, Fn 58).
This interest in embodied practices and its situatedness in material and
visual locales is of particular significance for the development of what
have become known as ethnomethodological studies of work.

Ethnomethods and Social Theory

By developing the ethnomethodological program, Garfinkel (1996;
2002) accomplished two important tasks: first, he gave those interested
in ethnomethodological studies a theoretical and analytic framework
that allowed them to conduct research aimed at revealing ethnometh-
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ods, i.e., actions that observably-and-reportably exhibit order; second,
he demonstrated the important contribution that ethnomethodology
has made to social theory (cf. Helm 1989).

With regards to ethnomethodology’s contribution to sociology, its
respecification of reflexivity as a fundamental characteristic of action is
worthwhile highlighting here once more. Through his studies Garfin-
kel demonstrated that sociologists’ research interests lay in phenomena
that are constituted through the reflexivity of interaction between the
people under scrutiny. In contrast to the natural sciences, sociologists
ascribe meaning to phenomena that is inseparable from the meaning
that the participants under study ascribe to them (cf. Wilson and Zim-
merman 1979). By understanding reflexivity in this way, sociology not
only differentiates itself from the natural sciences, but also from behav-
iorism, which that attempts to describe the organization of human ac-
tion as independent from the ways in which participants themselves
orient to it.

Reflexivity is the basis for ethnomethodology’s explication of the
methods through which participants themselves accomplish the phe-
nomenon of order. For ethnomethodologists, “[T]o imagine an un-
reflexive action would be like imagining a sound without amplitude”
(Lynch 2000a: 45). This is true for actions in the everyday world as well
as for sociological descriptions (Macbeth 2001).

Garfinkel argued that there is order in the production of each and
every action, and this order does not require the deployment of a for-
mal-analytic framework. Participants continuously analyze a situation
and produce action in alignment with the emerging organization. The
prime example that ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts
refer to is the organization of talk, i.e., the “turn-taking machine” that
participants deploy in conversation (Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson
1974). For example, the adjacency pair, made up of question and an-
swer, reflexively emerges from the way in which the second utterance,
the answer constitutes the first action as a question and thus becomes
an answer to that question. Moreover, the second action, the answer,
not only treats the first action intelligibly as a question, but also pro-
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vides the framework for a subsequent utterance, for example, another
question or an expression of gratitude, “thank you” (cf. Heritage 1984).

Participants are able to organize conversations or interviews in
this way, not because a sociologist has provided them with a formal-
analytic framework, but because they analyze each other’s actions
moment-by-moment and orient to them by producing appropriate
next actions. Participants in conversation are themselves conversa-
tion analysts who examine each turn of talk and attend to it with an
appropriate next turn. Or, in other words, the order of the situation
does not rely on a sociological theory, rather participants themselves
momentarily accomplish its orderliness (Helm 1989; Wilson and Zim-
merman 1979). Ethnomethodological research and maybe, up to now,
in a more influential way conversation analysis, has investigated this
accomplishment of orderliness. Heritage (1984: 254-260) called the
structure underlying this accomplishment of orderliness the “archi-
tecture of intersubjectivity” He, as well as the now enormous body of
conversation analytic research, unpacks the building blocks of inter-
subjectivity by investigating how participants themselves, moment-
by-moment, orient to and align with an ongoing course of action
(Heritage 2009). Thus, those pursuing Garfinkel’s program of research
to understand how participants bring about intersubjectivity in situ-
ations make fundamental contributions to social theory by respecify-
ing the question of social order. They explore different ways of “theo-
rizing” (Blum 1974), and their analyses focus on the ways in which
participants deploy theories of action and meaning in concrete, rather
than abstract, situations (cf. Heritage 1984, 2009, 2010).

Garfinkel’s ethnomethodological program has had important im-
plications for the way in which social theory is conceived and theorizing
is done. Indeed, as Rawls (1989b: 4) observes, “an ethnomethodologi-
cal perspective holds the potential to clarify some rather important
issues in social theory” Formal-analytic sociologists are preoccupied
with making historically comparable arguments. Their prime concern
is with the comparability of sociological propositions over time and
often, also, across cultures. Ethnomethodology’s principal interest is in
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understanding the organization of concrete events. It considers the de-
scription of social phenomena as “reflexively related to the understand-
ing and beliefs of the members of the group being studied” (Wilson
and Zimmerman 1979: 64). Hence, such descriptions, including those
produced by sociological theory, are “historically situated” (ibid.).

Wilson and Zimmerman (1979) explored the notion of historical
situatedness of sociological theory by drawing on Weber’s ideal type
of bureaucracy as an example. Rather than trying to identify cases
that have the same features as the ideal type of a bureaucracy, they
suggested that the point of Weber’s concept is to offer researchers a
model with which they can compare their empirical data. They can
examine how close to or distant from the ideal type their empiri-
cal data are. Thus, researchers who conduct their studies historically
situate their findings about the features of a bureaucracy, rather than
using the ideal type as a general concept that is removed from specific
historical and cultural circumstances. This view of theory as being
not “trans-historical” (Wilson and Zimmerman 1979: 63-67), but
situated historically and culturally, is alien to formal-analytic sociol-
ogy because it does not lead to propositions that can be added to a
general, theoretical framework.

Instead, in ethnomethodological research, theory derives direct-
ly from concrete instances of social order and provides the basis for
further research as well as, on occasions, allowing for the generation
of testable hypotheses (Wilson and Zimmerman 1979: 72). The basic
assumption is that ethnomethods, such as the turn-taking system in
conversation, organize action and that this organization is indepen-
dent of historical and cultural influences. Ethnomethodologists reveal
this organization of interaction and are not interested in examining
the content of talk. They study “the mechanisms by which members of
society construct and sustain those meaningful accounts out of which
sociological phenomena are constituted, rather than sociological phe-
nomena themselves” (Wilson and Zimmerman 1979: 75). Ethnometh-
odology, however, does not want to be an alternative sociology, yet
it recognizes that the accounts of order it produces, are, themselves,
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reflexively embedded within the context in which they are produced.
Whether or not this means that ethnomethodological concepts also
are historically situated and not invariant, remains to be seen.
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Ethnomethodological Studies of Work

Garfinkel developed his interest in the organization of work before he
published his edited collection Ethnomethodological Studies of Work
(Garfinkel 1986). In fact, already in the 1950s and 1960s, Garfinkel had
analyzed work practice and the practical reasoning of actors who used
their knowledge of an organization to come to decisions about their
actions, in his studies of jurors in their deliberations (Garfinkel 1967f)
and of personnel in clinics (Garfinkel 1967h).

Before Garfinkel gathered data for these studies, he completed and
submitted his doctoral research and worked on a research project at
Princeton. The project was administered by Wilbert Moore,' whom
Garfinkel knew from a project he had been involved with a decade
earlier. After he had submitted his MA thesis, Garfinkel had joined a
research project Moore was conducting in Bastrop, Texas, which was
concerned with social change in the town engendered by a temporary
military industry. Garfinkel presumed that Moore would possibly be
disappointed that he had conducted field-studies rather than using in-
stitutional measures, as suggested by the project leader. Yet, he was sure
that such detailed observations of the social activities in Bastrop were
more insightful than quantitative measures. Despite the apparent dif-
ferences in their approaches to this study, Garfinkel seemed to have left
a good impression on Moore, who hired him to work on a prestigious
Organizational Behavior Project funded by the Ford Foundation. His
contribution to the project involved the organization of colloquia and
conferences, as well as the writing of research grant applications and
the supervision of students in seminars at the University of Princeton
(Rawls 2008b).

Garfinkel’s work at Princeton coincided with the beginning of the
computerization of work processes and the deployment of computer
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systems in organizations. Universities and other kinds of organizations
had purchased large computer systems and were establishing comput-
ing centers that social scientists and others could use to analyze surveys
and databases. From the 1970s onwards, social scientists considered
the informatization of organization as the beginning of a new eraand a
transformation of society that, more recently, has been described as the
“information society,” “post-capitalist society, or “post-industrial soci-
ety” (Bell 1973; Toftler 1981). At the same time, new theories of infor-
mation and communication were being developed in mathematics and
other disciplines, such as models of the transmission and exchange of
information (Shannon and Weaver 1949), that later influenced the de-
velopment of theories of human communication (Bateson and Ruesch
1951). In sociology, these developments became apparent when quan-
titative research methods gained in importance because computer sys-
tems could now analyze the huge amounts of data created by surveys
of large populations. The procedures and methods underlying this
emerging body of studies were based on the categorization and coding
of actions, people, and events, as well as on theories of representation,
arguing that meaning is lodged in symbols and words.

Garfinkel recognized that the formalizing of information pro-
posed by mathematicians and theories of information was inadequate
to analyze and understand human communication because the formal-
ization abstracted from the indexicality of language in use. When he
began to work on the Organizational Behavior Project, Garfinkel had
not yet formally developed the concepts of indexicality and reflexivity.
However, he had already noticed the shortcomings of the theorizing
about social action in Seeing Sociologically (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). He
picked up this topic again in manuscripts that he wrote while working
at Princeton, one of which has recently been published as “Memo #3”
in the book Toward a Sociological Theory of Information (2008 [1952]).
In this book, Garfinkel developed a position that continued his line
of thought on communication and interaction that could already be
found in Seeing Sociologically (2006 [1948]). He now also pursued the
question as to how it was possible that, despite the indexicality of in-
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formation, actors align their perspectives and interact with each other
unproblematically (Garfinkel 2008 [1952]).

As demonstrated in previous chapters, traditional sociologists con-
sidered indexicality as problematic and deployed theoretical models
and systems of categories to deal with it. They presumed that informa-
tion was objectively represented through symbols. However, already
in the 1940s Garfinkel was convinced that meaning was not lodged in
symbols such as written or spoken words, but that it was constituted in
social processes and interaction produced in concrete situations (Raw-
Is 2008b; Thielmann 2012). Actors experience the world they inhabit
as coherent because they produce objects in interaction with others.
This coherence of the experience of the world and of the ways in which
objects are made sense of in interaction with others is the basis for the
constitution of social order.

Although in the 1940s and 1950s Garfinkel had been concerned
with the interactional constitution of objects and the social production
of meaning, he only became interested in the significance of the fine
details of action and their organization much later in his career, when
he cooperated with Harvey Sacks on the analysis of recorded talk and
conversation (Thielmann 2012). In his introduction to Ethnomethod-
ological Studies of Work Garfinkel (1986: vi) wrote that in light of his ex-
amination of audio-recordings of conversation, Sacks was sure “that the
local production of social order existed as an orderliness of conversa-
tional practices.” By virtue of the concerted analysis of audio-recordings
such as those collected at the Los Angeles Suicide Prevention Center,
Garfinkel and Sacks became increasingly aware of the importance of the
fine detailed organization of social interaction. In their further develop-
ment of ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, Garfinkel and
Sacks, as well as their students, focused on the detailed organization of
action and interaction in work settings.

When Garfinkel turned his interest to the organization of work, a
large corpus of research on the sociology of work already existed. Since
the 1950s, the Chicago School of Sociology, Symbolic Interactionism
(Blumer 1954, 1969), and, in particular, Everett Hughes (Heath 1984;
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Hughes 1951, 1984) had developed a program of ethnographic research
on the organization of work and occupations. For example, in Boys in
White, Howard Becker and colleagues (1961) published an ethnogra-
phy of student culture in a medical school, and Becker (1951) had also
undertaken studies of the jazz music scene that revealed how people
displayed their membership in the jazz scene. This study also analyzed
the attitudes of members of the jazz scene and the role conflicts they
encountered as fathers and professionals due to their participation in
the scene. In Garfinkel’s view these analyses did not go far enough,
because they failed to study the phenomenon of “making jazz,” i.e.,
the practices through which people play jazz music and thus gener-
ated what was at the heart of the jazz scene. He argued that Becker and
colleagues provided interesting observations in the life-world of jazz
musicians, but that fairly little was learned about the practices through
which people became jazz musicians and members of the jazz scene.
By focusing on the practice of making jazz music instead, eth-
nomethodology is able to analyze phenomena of social order in jazz
music making that otherwise remain hidden behind sociological con-
cepts. Such studies of the practice of jazz piano playing were conducted
by David Sudnow, an ethnomethodologist with a PhD from Berkeley.
Before he undertook his research on the organization of piano playing,
he had become well known for his studies of hospital work and the
ways in which dying patients were treated by members of staff. By ex-
amining how staft oriented to patients, Sudnow found that, “a patient
is treated essentially as a corpse, though perhaps still ‘clinically’ and
‘biologically’ alive” (Sudnow 1967: 74). In cases where this happened,
i.e., where personnel were treating a patient as dead, biologically death
became more likely. Sudnow followed this with studies on piano play-
ing (Sudnow 1979) and video gaming (Sudnow 2000). His research on
piano playing was concerned with the practical production of action,
i.e., the hitting of a key on a piano, and the importance of the temporal
organization underlying each action. It uncovered the practices and
observable-and-reportable competences actors undertake which result
in music. While in traditional sociology of music the practical making
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of music escapes the sociologist, in ethnomethodological studies, the
music playing is put at the heart of the research. Thus, ethnomethod-
ologists can show how musicians practically make music and are often
able to play together, even when they have only just met.

By focusing on the practices through which particular kinds of so-
cial order are produced in work places, Garfinkel and his students be-
gan to elaborate on the details of practical work. Some of this research
has been published in Garfinkel’s Ethnomethodological Studies of Work
(1986) whereby the contributions to this book take a very wide view
of “work”; the book includes studies of martial arts, the transcribing of
lectures, alchemy and other activities, as well as Garfinkel and Sacks’
well known programmatic paper “On formal structures of practical ac-
tion” (cf. 1970).

Some of Garfinkel’s students have gone on to make important con-
tributions to the emergence of new sociological areas of research. One
of his best-known students is Michael Lynch, who is today Professor of
Science and Technology Studies at Cornell University. As Garfinkel’s
doctoral student, Lynch developed an interest in the social studies of
science; his PhD dissertation was later published as Art and Artefact
in Laboratory Science: A Study of Shop Work and Shop Talk in a Labo-
ratory (Lynch 1985). Together with Garfinkel, he published two very
influential articles that examined the organization of the shop work of
natural scientists in research laboratories, as well as the importance of
shop talk, i.e., the naturally occurring conversations of scientists while
they conducted their studies.

In their research, Garfinkel, Lynch and Livingston (1981) subject-
ed written documents, field observation and audio-recordings of shop
talk in research laboratories to detailed analysis, in order to understand
the organization of the practice of doing science. This organization
became observable in the actions of the participants in the research
laboratories. Astronomers, for example, intertwined* action with tech-
nologies to objects such as a pulsating star called “pulsar” Garfinkel,
Lynch, and Livingston’s analyses demonstrated that pulsars and other
scientific objects are not natural or physical phenomena that exist inde-
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pendently from social action, but that the social organization of action
in laboratories is critical for the coming into existence of such objects.

Together with his colleagues Lynch and Livingston, Garfinkel
(1983) explored the processes through which such scientific activi-
ties were accomplished. They showed that for the practical purposes
of these activities, scientists conducted mundane practices that are in-
completely and insufficiently captured by idioms like “scientific meth-
ods” Ethnomethodological analyses are basic research, or in Lynch and
colleagues’ terminology (1983), the foundational inquiries that help to
analyze the locally observable-and-reportable sequences of action in
ordinary, discipline-specific work. Thereby, they proposed that practi-
cal actions are specific to particular disciplines and suggested that such
actions are designed to make visible the temporary production of the
contents that make up those disciplines (ibid.).

Ethnomethodological analyses of shop talk and work in labora-
tories has revealed that scientists rely on ordinary, mundane compe-
tences and practices to pursue their work. These everyday competences
and practices also allow scientists to revisit their work and materials,
and thereupon revise the arguments that they originally used to ex-
plain their findings, if they encounter problems or even failures in their
actions.

When looking at scientific articles in journals or at scientific text-
books, we find descriptions of the processes of science work. These for-
malized instructions and reports of scientific methods and observed
events fundamentally differ from the concrete work of scientists in
actual laboratories. These differences have been brought to the fore
by a doctoral student of Mike Lynch, Dusan Bjelic (1996, 2003), who
conducted a study of Galileos famous pendulum experiments using
Galileo’s original descriptions of them. When Galileo conducted his
experiments in 1602, he produced detailed documents in which he
delineated the process through which he came to his findings about
the period of the pendulum. With his experiments he aimed to show
that the period for which a pendulum swings is independent from the
width of the swing.
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In his study, Bjelic used Galileos detailed documentation of the
research process, methods and the ways in which he used instruments
and technologies, as instructions to conduct the very same experiment
as the famous seventeenth century scientist. Bjelic’s interest in this
study, however, was not to prove or disprove the existence of a “natural
law;” but to experience the practical action that was required to con-
duct the experiments. In the process, he noticed problems that were
not reported in Galileos documents. By deploying methods and ac-
counts for these observations, such as “ad hoc” and “in vivo” explana-
tions and practical solutions that Bjelic had to produce in the process
of the experiments, he was able to restore the order and organization
of the experiment.

Garfinkel (2002) discussed similar experiments in chapter nine of
Ethnomethodology’s Program where he developed the distinction be-
tween classic accountability and natural accountability. Classic account-
ability referred to the possibility that scientists can produce post-hoc
explanations of their actions and procedures that deviate from text-
book instructions. Such explanations are produced after the experi-
ments have been conducted and can be found in reports and textbooks
that describe the experiments; natural accountability involves explana-
tions that scientists produce in the process of doing the experiments, to
explain problems and deviations from procedure and, thus, find prac-
tical solutions in situ. These natural accounts of procedures and prob-
lems are similar to those explanations that people ordinarily produce
in the everyday to continue ongoing sequences of action, even when
problems arise.

Ethnomethodological studies of science have made important
contributions to our understanding of the relationship between knowl-
edge about scientific procedure as communicated in textbooks, and
the practical knowledge that is required to conduct scientific work. For
example, while textbooks describe clearly defined, linear processes of
scientific procedure and thereby differentiate distinct phases or stages
in the scientific process, ethnomethodological analyses show that sci-
ence work is subject to contingencies of the situations in which it is
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conducted. In this sense, textbooks and chapters describing scientific
methods and procedures are ideals that cannot be found in the reality
of scientific practice.

Ethnomethodological analyses explore the relationships between
the ideals of scientific practice and the actual, situated and embod-
ied practices of scientific practice. For example, ethnomethodological
research has investigated how instructions are transformed in their
deployment by participants and become intelligible as instructed ac-
tion; it has also explored how the transformation of instructions to in-
structed action is subject to unanticipated events that the participants
address in situ by virtue of practical action that is not covered by in-
struction manuals and textbooks of practice (cf. Garfinkel 2002). Lynch
and colleagues (1983) argued, for example, that scientists become “lo-
cal historians” when they notice a mistake or error in the process of
their experiments, to understand what went wrong and to restore the
order of the experiment. While theories of scientific practice assume
that processes move forward gradually, ethnomethodological research
has demonstrated that in their practice, scientists also look back at past
events and actions to understand and correct them in order to allow
for an experiment to continue. Furthermore, their detailed analyses of
scientific practice has revealed the organization of the noticing of and
response to scientific discoveries (Sormani 2011).

Bjelic (1996: 410) denoted the distinction between theory and
practice as a Lebenswelt Pair: “The first part of the Lebenswelt Pair is
the formal structure of science as an accomplished object as presented
in textbooks and journals in the form of theorems, hypotheses, logic
of inquiry, experimental descriptions, data, etc. The second part of the
Lebenswelt Pair is the actual and unexplained production of tacit dis-
covering structures” While there are multiple descriptions of the first
part of the Lebenswelt Pair, the second part of the Lebenswelt Pair of
science is often ignored. Hence, scientists assume that scientific objects
such as pulsars exist independently from scientific procedures. This as-
sumption is based on scientific reports that abstract from the ordinary
work involved in the discovery of the object as well as the shop talk and
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the action that the participants produce in the laboratories. It requires
scientists to ignore the activities and events in the laboratory and see
the object as part of nature. Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology, therefore,
remained agnostic or “indifferent” to the concept of ‘natural objects’
(consistent with the idea of ethnomethodological indifference discussed
in the chapter What is Ethnomethodology?), as these are criteria that
the sociologist is not necessarily equipped to adjudicate. Instead, Gar-
finkel treated scientific discoveries as cultural objects, paying no heed
to the concept of truthfulness in science. In a certain sense, this is a
combination of Karl Popper’s (2002 [1934]) Logic of Scientific Inquiry,
which states that all scientific discovery is constantly subject to rein-
terpretation and revision, and W. I. Thomas’ (1967 [1928]) theorem,
whereby if humans treat things as real, they are real in their conse-
quences. Garfinkel noted that scientists can reconstruct by examining
documents, reports and memories of the scientific process (Garfinkel
et al. 1981), and as such, the idea of ‘truth’ or ‘scientific knowledge’
is pinned to the mutual, social accomplishment of ‘scientific facts’ by
those socially sanctioned to discuss science, i.e., scientists, and what
they come to agree upon when examining and/or re-examining their
findings and data. We might note that this theme is quite heavily ex-
plored in the work of Bruno Latour, who does not identify himself
as an ethnomethodologist, although he does credit Garfinkel as being
one of the most significant sociological thinkers of his time (Latour
1987, 2005).

Ethnomethodologists are not concerned with the ontology of nat-
ural scientists, but instead they analyze the ways in which knowledge
is generated through the intertwining of practical action with mate-
rial, visual, and other resources. They focus on the methods that sci-
entists actually deploy when they gather and examine data. They argue
that artifacts become accountable objects by virtue of the use of these
methods in concrete situations arising in laboratories. By reflecting on
the activities conducted in the research process, Lynch and colleagues
(Lynch 1985; Lynch, Garfinkel, and Livingstone 1983: 224; Lynch 1993)
suggested that this members’ archaeology allowed for the “discovering”
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of the object. Scientifically produced objects or artifacts can be traced
back to actions and descriptions that scientists produce and that, there-
fore, can be investigated.

Social constructivists would argue that scientific findings are social
constructions (Knorr-Cetina 1981; Knorr-Cetina and Mulkay 1983).
However, there is an intrinsic metaphysical distinction in this line of rea-
soning that stipulates the world is in two parts: the world that is experi-
enced and described or interpreted by science/scientists, and the world
that ‘really exists. As with all things metaphysical, there is little chance
of settling this debate, and ethnomethodologists are not particularly in-
terested in abstract philosophy. Instead, ethnomethodological studies of
science shift the focus to the practical action of scientists, through which
they produce objects and theoretical constructs in concrete situations in
laboratories. Thus, ethnomethodology avoids philosophical debates and,
instead, is able to study the arguments and practices that make mundane
actions intelligible as scientific practice (Lynch et al. 1983).

Garfinkel and his students and colleagues were aware of the sig-
nificance of their arguments for philosophical discussions about the
reality of scientific objects. They published their article describing the
natural sciences under the title “Discovering sciences” in the journal
Philosophy of the Social Sciences (Garfinkel, Lynch, and Livingston
1981). The article encouraged the professor of physics and historian
of science Gerald Holton (1981) to publish a comment to the article
describing Garfinkel as a “dangerous” man, by alluding to the fact that
ethnomethodological research questions and challenges the objectivity
of scientific knowledge that has been produced by scientific methods
and procedures. Rather than seeing themselves as challenging scientific
knowledge, ethnomethodologists are indifferent to the quality of scien-
tific knowledge and, instead, consider scientific discoveries as cultural
objects that are produced through mundane practices and methods
and in reference to instructions provided by philosophers of science
(Sormani, Philippe, Gonzalez-Martinez, and Bovet 2011).

Garfinkel and Lynch’s ethnomethodological analysis of the work
conducted in the laboratories of astronomers made important and in-
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fluential contributions to the development of laboratory studies in the
1980s, and the recent emergence of the sociology of science and tech-
nology (Hacket et al. 2008). Most recently, analysis of work in stock
exchanges and financial markets has drawn on such ethnomethodolog-
ical studies of work and has begun to invigorate research on the work
practices in financial markets and in dealing rooms (Knorr-Cetina and
Preda 2006; Knorr-Cetina and Bruegger 2002; MacKenzie 2005).

Today, the development of the sociology of science is often ascribed
to Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and the influential studies by Latour,
Law, Woolgar, and others (Latour 1987; Law 1991; Woolgar and Lynch
1990). Yet ethnomethodological studies offer a very different perspec-
tive on scientific work by examining the concrete work practices of
scientists in their laboratories that produce scientific knowledge. Fur-
thermore, these studies of science work provided the starting point
for the more recent development of Garfinkel’s (2002) hybrid studies
of work, a program of research that would take a distinctive form as
it became integrated with the pedagogies and practices of music, law,
medicine, mathematics, and so on.

Hybrid Studies of Work

When Garfinkel conceived of ethnomethodological studies of work, he
defined “work” broadly, as shown by the content of his 1986 book of
the same name, and radicalized the relationship between the practices
of ethnomethodologists and the practices of those they observe and
participate in. He later (2002) denoted the intertwining of research and
practice as hybrid and described the studies of work and technology in
action as hybrid studies of work. Nowadays such analyses are under-
taken by researchers with a good understanding of the work practices
in the setting under scrutiny. They focus on the practical problems that
personnel deal with in their day-to-day work and explain the knowl-
edge and competences that these personnel take for granted when they
go about their business.
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Considering the close link between research and practice suggest-
ed by Garfinkels hybrid studies approach, it is not surprising that those
concerned with the development and innovation of technologies and
work practice have become interested in ethnomethodology. Since the
1980s, a considerable number of ethnomethodologists, therefore, not
only hold faculty positions at universities in the USA, the UK, Japan,
and elsewhere, but also industrial research laboratories such as those
of Microsoft, Hewlett Packard, IBM, and PARC(Xerox) employ eth-
nomethodologists to support innovation and product development.
As members of larger research teams, ethnomethodologists conduct
detailed analyses of work practice to inform the development of new
technologies. This close relationship between ethnomethodological
research and technology development is grounded in Garfinkel’s and
other ethnomethodologists’ interest in the details of work practices and
their organization.

The interest of technology developers in ethnomethodology
comes from the intertwining of research and practice, as well as from
the novel forms of description that Garfinkel and other ethnomethod-
ologists have developed. As discussed in previous chapters, Garfinkel
demanded that analyses produce uniquely adequate descriptions, not
to be generated to contribute to the sociological corpus of literature,
but to be recognizable by practitioners. Garfinkel therefore argued for
the merging of ethnomethodology and work practice by turning eth-
nomethodological descriptions of work into practical instructions for
work. The possibility of such a close relationship between research and
practice requires that ethnomethodologists acquire competencies and
knowledge that come very close to the knowledge and competencies of
the personnel whose practices are the subject of their studies.

Because, for the participants, the practices are observable and in-
telligible, ethnomethodologists can describe them in ways that are also
adequate in the eyes of the participants themselves. These ethnometh-
odological descriptions, therefore, can also become relevant for the
practitioners because they can use them to reflect on their work. Gar-
finkel described this relevance for practitioners as “topical relevance to

130



Chapter 7
Ethnomethodological Studies of Work

the parties;,” an ethnomethodological principle that he explains with
regard to the use of maps in way finding. In his view, maps are not suit-
able to understand the work involved in finding a way. “The traveler’s
work of consulting the map is an unavoidable detail in the lived, on-
goingly, in-its-course, first time through, traveling body’s way-finding
journey that the map is consulted to get done” (Garfinkel 2002: 130). In
other words, actions can be described in a way useful for practitioners
only when the descriptions are done in ways that reflect the concrete
circumstances and the practical reasoning with which the actions have
been produced.

Hybrid studies of work have influenced the development of re-
lated programs of research such as ethnomethodological ethnogra-
phies of work and ethnomethodologically informed ethnographies
(Harper 1997; Randall, Harper, and Rouncefield 2000); workplace
studies (Engestrom and Middleton 1998; Heath and Luff 2000; Luff,
Hindmarsh, and Heath 2000); and video-based studies of work and
organization (Llewellyn and Hindmarsh 2010; Szymanski and Whalen
2011). These studies demonstrate how detailed analyses of activities
conducted by specialists and experts with particular, workplace-spe-
cific knowledge and competencies can contribute to ongoing debates
in the sociology of work and organizations, as well as to ethnometh-
odological studies interested in how objects, tools, and technologies
are embedded within social action and interaction. Before I turn to
the contributions and influences of ethnomethodology on wider so-
ciological questions and discussions, in the following chapter I explore
the relationship between ethnomethodology and sociology.
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Chapter 8

Ethnomethodology and Sociology

At the beginning of this book I mentioned the sometimes difficult re-
lationship between ethnomethodology and sociology. It was noted that
well-known social scientists, such as Ernest Gellner and Lewis Coser,
saw nothing of value in the ethnomethodological program. And, at
times ethnomethodologists did not help their standing within soci-
ology when they “formulated many of its [ethnomethodology’s] own
notions partly in polemical opposition to certain presuppositions of
the main stream of conventional sociology” (Wilson and Zimmerman
1979: 53). Suggestions, however, that Garfinkel and ethnomethodology
would have no interest in, and no contribution to make to, sociological
debates and sociological theory are misguided. As I have demonstrated
in reference to Garfinkel’s analyses in the 1940s and 1950s, Garfinkel
had an immense interest in sociological theory and in foundational so-
ciological questions such as the question of social order. This early in-
terest in sociological theory was reflected in Garfinkel’s description of
his excitement when opening his copy of Parsons’ The Social Structure
of Action (1937) in the late 1930s: “[H]e says that he can still remember
sitting in the backyard fingering the book, smelling the newness of its
pages” (Garfinkel in Rawls 2002: 13).

Despite his admiration for Parsons, Garfinkel’s later studies were
littered with discussions that strove to differentiate ethnomethodology
from traditional sociology which, throughout the 1960s and 1970s,
was dominated to a large extent by Parsonian and Neo-Parsonian ap-
proaches to theory and methods. Recently, Garfinkel clarified the so-
ciological roots of his critique of traditional sociology, in other words,
his reassessment of Durkheim’s social facts. His efforts to clarify eth-
nomethodology’s relationship to sociology were supported by Anne
Rawls’ intensive reevaluation of Durkheim and, in particular, his stud-
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ies of Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Rawls 2009a). Rawls explains
that Durkheim’s book is not so much concerned with primitive belief-
systems, but rather lays the foundation for a sociology focusing on so-
cial practice.

Rawls’ reevaluation of Durkheim, coupled with Garfinkel’s (2002)
“working out” of Durkheim’s Aphorism, provides us with a starting
point to consider the relationship between ethnomethodology and so-
ciology. This chapter briefly explores how ethnomethodology stands
with regard to a few selected sociological approaches, principally inter-
actionism; Goffman’s sociology; conversation analysis; and phenom-
enological sociology.

Ethnomethodology and Interactionism

Sociological textbooks often frame ethnomethodology and symbol-
ic interactionism as if they were pursuing almost the same research
agenda (Appelrouth and Edles 2008; Fulcher and Scott 2007; Giddens
2009). The implied identity of ethnomethodology and interactionism
originates from a joint preference for the actor’s perspective over the
researcher’s perspective, and from their joint interest in the process of
interaction and communication. Intensive analyses and comparisons
of both sociological perspectives, however, show that they are based on
different orientations to the interaction order explored below.

While highlighting here the differences between ethnomethod-
ology and interactionism, I do not intend to drive a wedge between
these two distinct, but related, perspectives on studying social action.
Indeed, despite some fundamental differences between ethnomethod-
ology and interactionism, their studies have common concerns, such
as their interest in practice as a phenomenon. This common concern
with practice that is present in ethnomethodology and interactionism
derives from their intellectual relationship with the philosophy of prag-
matism, developed in Chicago from the late nineteenth century (Joas
1993; Simpson 2009). The emergence of interactionism from prag-
matism is well documented. Relatively little is known, however, about
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ethnomethodology’s relationship to pragmatist concepts and theories.
Superficially seen, the theoretical and conceptual developments within
pragmatism seem alien to the empirically oriented approach proposed
by Garfinkel. Yet pragmatism and Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology share
a number of concerns: First, both investigate how actors experience
and make sense of the world in and through their, in situ and in vivo,
actions. Second, they both imply in their research that obstacles and re-
sistance to action are important to the actor’s experience of the world;
and third, they assume that the meaning of language, action, and ob-
jects arises in, and through, social interaction.

When Garfinkel began his studies for a PhD at Harvard in the
1940s, he worked on a manuscript that now has been published as
Seeing Sociologically (2006 [1948]). In this book, he positioned his so-
ciological perspective with regards to contemporary sociology, includ-
ing the interactionist sociology that emerged in light of the analyses
by the Chicago philosophers and sociologists, such as William James,
Charles Sanders Peirce, John Dewey, and George Herbert Mead. From
the 1940s onward, the pragmatist school of thought, and, in sociology,
symbolic interactionism, developed an alternative to the functionalist
paradigm. The pragmatists strove to replace the distinction of external
physical and internal cognitive reality that dominated the contempo-
rary scientific discourse. Pragmatists argued that the assumption of an
independent, physical “matter” and an individual “mind” as two dis-
tinct objects was wrong and proposed that they should be viewed as
being connected through practical action.! They argued for a reflexive
relationship between the existence of the world and the experience of
the world; the world only exists when it is experienced and one can
only have an experience if there is a world that can be experienced.
Dewey and Bentley described this relationship as a transaction that
demands, “[...] the seeing together, when research requires it, of what
before had been seen in separations and held severally apart” (Dewey
and Bentley 1976 in Emirbayer and Maynard 2011: 226).

Mead (1934: 129) illustrated the reflexive relationship between
the world and experience by saying that grass only becomes seen as
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“edible” because there is an organism, e.g., a cow, that is able to digest
it. In a similar way, pragmatists explained that objects only become
experience-able in a particular way when an actor conducts practical
action toward them. Mead (1932a) described the constitution of ob-
jects through practical action by citing the example of a book that lies
on a table. He argued that the properties of the book are progressively
experienced as the actor notices the object, walks towards it, reaches
for it, and grasps the book in a particular way. In this sense, action and
experience are in a reflexive relationship. How an object is experienced
is not defined by its intrinsic properties or by an individual’s cognitive
processes. Instead particular aspects of an object are noticed and expe-
rienced when, through the course of practical action, a myriad other
possibilities for action that would constitute the object in other ways
are progressively eliminated; action and experience are merged into
one and are inseparable, and each action-experience is based on a pri-
or action-experience, and forms the basis for a next action-experience
reflexively constituting the world moment-by-moment (Mead 1932b).

Many actions through which people experience the world are based
on habits that are undertaken without ‘following’ instructions quasi in-
dependently until they meet an obstacle or resistance that raises doubt
on the usual procedure. Such doubt encourages reflection about the
situation and leads to creative efforts to come to a solution and produce
the next action in the process. Emirbayer and Maynard (2011: 228)
therefore suggested that in the pragmatists view, “[t]hinking is what
occurs most especially in situations where regular channels of action
no longer suffice, where conflicts or ruptures in practice cause perplex-
ity” From a pragmatic perspective, “thinking,” therefore, is a practice
that people rely on when they encounter difficulties continuing with
their actions in the usual way. While pragmatists like James, Peirce,
and Dewey were primarily interested in further developing theories
of thinking and intelligence, the social worker Jane Addams used the
pragmatist perspective on action and experience to practically inter-
vene in people’s lives. At the end of the nineteenth century, Addams
conducted ethnographies of situations where actors faced practical
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problems and, for a moment, were rendered helpless and perplexed.
For example, personnel of a charity recruited mainly from the middle
classes were often perplexed and helpless when, in the course of their
work, they first encountered the misery and distress among the poor
in Chicago. The result was a situational “crisis” that required these per-
sonnel to conduct action to normalize the situation (Addams 1912;
Emirbayer and Maynard 2011).

This brings us to another point of connection between pragmatism
and ethnomethodology, namely language and interaction. When con-
fronted with practical problems, actors do not think about the situa-
tion, rather they engage in talk and interaction with others to deal with
the situation. Pragmatists, in particular Peirce and Dewey, created the
concept of a tri-partite relationship between symbols, language, and
recipient, and argued that the meaning of language relied on actors
vocalizing and gesturing, and recipients interpreting. Language, there-
fore, was not an abstract system of signs and symbols, but a means
that actors used to reflect on problematic circumstances and to restore
order by using symbols, and language in discourse with each other
(Emirbayer and Maynard 2011).

George Herbert Mead expanded these concepts of language and
the three-partite relationship between symbols, language, and recipi-
ent, and in doing so, developed a concept of communication (Mead
1926). In his view, the meaning of an action produced by actor A arises
in and through the response of actor B. For intersubjectivity to emerge,
therefore, the trajectories of actions produced by different actors need
to arrive at identical attributions of meaning. On the one hand, actors
adopt different perspectives of a situation; on the other hand, they are
able to communicate with each other and thus align and objectify their
perspectives. Thereby, they deploy symbols whose meanings are shared
within a given universe of discourse.

Blumer (1969) further advanced Mead’s theory of communication
and concept of interaction to develop a distinct sub-discipline of so-
ciology that nowadays is known as symbolic interactionism. Blumer’s
development of symbolic interactionism, however, increasingly moved
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away from its pragmatist roots as he conceived of ‘the perspective of
the actors’ as being lodged within their heads. Intersubjectivity thus be-
comes a construct in the actors’ imagination. By “taking the role of the
other” and exchanging perspectives, actors are able to generate shared
ways of looking at situations.

Garfinkel (2006 [1948]) criticized pragmatism as developed by
Blumer and others for having a cognitive bias not present in Mead’s
(1932b) lectures Philosophy of the Present. In Seeing Sociologically, Gar-
finkel (2006 [1948]) agreed with Mead and the pragmatists’ reflexive
linkage of action and experience. However, he distanced his work from
the cognitive concept of intersubjectivity implied in much of interac-
tionism and suggested that the pragmatists, unfortunately, had focused
on the individual actor and neglected to explain the possibility of social
order. Already in Seeing Sociologically, Garfinkel wished to provide the
basis for a sociological perspective that allowed a shift in orientation to
social order and intersubjectivity which prioritized practical action. In
his view, intersubjectivity, i.e., the social order of action, was not lodged
in people’s heads, but could be observed, experienced, and understood
through people’s practices.

While this explanation of the diverging views on intersubjectiv-
ity taken by ethnomethodology and symbolic interactionism clarify
that they offer two very different sociological perspectives, sociologi-
cal textbooks often discuss Garfinkel and ethnomethodology in con-
junction with Mead, Blumer, and symbolic interactionism, as Rawls
(2002) critically noted. Moreover, various attempts have been made,
often initiated by interactionists, to compare ethnomethodology and
interactionism. Denzin (1969), for example, elaborated on the com-
monalities between the two perspectives and eventually tried to show
how and why interactionism provided a better solution to sociological
questions than ethnomethodology.

These attempts have been seen as undermining the opportuni-
ties offered by ethnomethodology and therefore have been strongly
countered by Rawls and others (Boden 1990a&b; Gallant and Klein-
man 1983, 1985; Hardesty 1982; Rawls 1985, 1989a), who have empha-
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sized that comparisons between these two perspectives begin from the
wrong proposition because the ethnomethodological way to explore
and analyze social situations fundamentally differs from that of inter-
actionists. Ethnomethodologists shift the focus from the individual ac-
tor and her/his plans and motives (Blum and McHugh 1971; Sharrock
and Watson 1984) - that interactionists lodge in people’s heads - to the
practical action of participants in social situations. In their view, social
order is not based on cognitive processes, motives, attentions, plans,
and projects; rather, plans and motives only come into being in and
through the accomplishment of actions. Only in hindsight, when the
events are reconsidered post-hoc does it becomes possible to refer to
motives and plans to explain the organization of a situation.

The Interaction Order: Gofiman and Garfinkel

Like Garfinkel and ethnomethodology, sociological textbooks also
discuss Erving Goffman’s work as a version of symbolic interaction-
ism. Goffman knew Mead’s work very well and was in close contact
with Herbert Blumer, who was dean at Berkeley when Goftman took
up a position as Assistant Professor in 1959. Goffman did not regard
himself as an interactionist, but considered the use of the denotation
symbolic interactionism itself as an attempt by Chicago’s sociologists to
differentiate themselves from other sociologists, and he opposed this
fragmentation of sociology (Raab 2008; Smith 2006).

Goffman’s intellectual link to symbolic interactionism stemmed
from his concern with the analysis of identity and the constitution and
management of identity in social interaction. In his most famous book,
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goftman 1990 [1959]), he
began to develop methods and concepts to analyze and describe the
interaction order through which identity is created and maintained.
Goffman continued this program of research by investigating the in-
teraction order he observed in casinos, at parties, or in other public
places.
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From the start Garfinkel resisted accepting Goffman’s drive to
develop concepts, models and types to describe social situations. As
Rawls (2006) explains in her introduction to Seeing Sociologically, Goft-
man had encouraged Garfinkel to publish his 1948 manuscript. It may
have been this encouragement by a sociologist who had an interest in
the development of theoretical concepts that made Garfinkel doubt the
value of his book up until 2006; in Garfinkel’s view, the concepts, types,
and models that were at the center of Seeing Sociologically were inad-
equate means to describe social order.

Despite these differences, Garfinkel and Goffman shared the view
that, unfortunately, contemporary sociology neglected to analyze the
order of the everyday (Goffman 1972, 1983; Rawls 1987, 2003b). Goft-
man, however, stuck to his position that sociology needed to develop
concepts, schemes, and types in its description of society. His sociol-
ogy seemed closely tied to Schutz’s view, insofar as it implied that ac-
tors make sense of social situations and events by using concepts and
typologies to interpret them (Smith 2006).

Garfinkel was critical of sociological approaches that relied on
the assumption that participants deployed types and schemes when
they acted and interacted in social situations. As Hutchinson and col-
leagues (Hutchinson, Read, and Sharrock 2008: 104) suggested, “Goft-
mans [sociology] does not enable us to understand an activity, which
really puzzles us, but seeks to relate those actions which do not (from
the point of view of their intelligibility) puzzle us to themes and preoc-
cupations of his professional colleagues.”

Garfinkel distanced his sociology from Goffman’s by focusing on
the observable-and-reportable practices through which social order is
ongoing and concretely produced, moment-by-moment. His princi-
pal concern was with the details of social action and its organization.
Garfinkel’s analyses explored the indexicality of action and their con-
tingent accomplishment in complex situations, in order to explicate
the methods that participants use to produce social order. His prime
concern is with the constitutive practice of social order, while Goff-
man, in contrast, contested the possibility that sociology was able to
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investigate and elaborate on the constitutive basic rules or methods of
social action (Raab 2008).

Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis

Garfinkel and Goftmanss different understandings of social order may
have been one of the reasons why Goftman’s doctoral student, Harvey
Sacks (1935-1975), joined Garfinkel at UC Los Angeles. According
to Schegloff (1992), Sacks had studied for a Bachelor of Arts (BA) at
Columbia College (1955) and then a Bachelor of Laws (LLB) at Yale
(1959), where he regularly attended seminars by Harold Lasswell and
developed an interest in sociological questions such as how the law as
an institution worked. Subsequently, Sacks enrolled as a graduate stu-
dent in Political Science at MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts; he at-
tended lectures by Noam Chomsky who, at the time, was interested in
the structure of language, and seminars by Talcott Parsons. At one of
Parsons’ seminars he met Garfinkel, who was spending his sabbatical
leave from UCLA at Harvard. The two quickly discovered a shared en-
thusiasm for the study of natural interaction and social order.

When it became clear to Sacks that he would not be able to pursue
his interests fully in Cambridge, he left MIT and, in the academic year
1959/60, followed the advice of Harold Lasswell to study for a degree
at UC Berkeley. This California university appealed to him as he was
able to study with Philip Selznick, who had a particular interest in or-
ganizations, bureaucracy, and legal institutions; withHerbert Blumer;
and then, in 1960, with Erving Goffman (Schegloft 1989). At Berkeley,
Sacks had a number of colleagues who shared his interest in studying
naturally occurring social interaction and who later became key figures
in the development of ethnomethodology and conversation analysis;
they included Roy Turner, Emanuel Schegloff, David Sudnow, and oth-
ers. As part of his doctoral research, Sacks examined audio-recordings
of telephone calls at a Suicide Prevention Center in Los Angeles. For the
purpose of the analysis, Sacks moved from Berkeley to Los Angeles in
1963, which encouraged his close collaboration with Garfinkel (Smith

141



Harold Garfinkel
The Creation and Development of Ethnomethodology

2006). Both shared with Goffman an interest in naturalistic data, but
while Goftman largely relied on ethnographic observations, Sacks and
Garfinkel became increasingly interested in the detailed analysis of re-
corded talk. Through their examination of telephone calls they strove
to reveal the social organization of talk.

Sacks’ shift of interest toward studies of the fine detailed analysis
of talk became a problem for his PhD studies at Berkeley. Goffman
considered Sacks’ analysis as circular and irrelevant. Only when Aaron
Cicourel stepped in as chair of the examination committee was Sacks
able to complete his PhD at Berkeley (Raab 2008). Although Sacks left
Goffman, it is clear that he remained one of the key influences on Sacks’
work, although there are only few mentions of Goffman in his lectures
(Sacks 1992). Future studies of Sacks’ work may reveal Goftman’ influ-
ence on conversation analysis.

By examining naturally occurring talk rather than artificially gen-
erated talk sequences, Sacks’ research showed a relationship to Simmel’s
sociology and his development of social forms. Sacks’ studies funda-
mentally differed from contemporary social scientific research con-
cerned with the structure of talk, such as Chomsky’s analyses, as well as
from the research undertaken by Robert Freed Bales (1976 [1950]) and
George Caspar Homans (1961), because they were designed to reveal
the base elements of interaction (cf. Silverman 1998).

By scrutinizing short sequences of talk, Sacks was not interested
in reconstructing how one utterance follows a prior one; rather, his
concern lay with understanding the interactional context of utterances
(Sacks 1992, Schegloft 1992). In his view, the meaning of an action,
such as a single utterance or a gesture, was not lodged in actors” heads,
but in the action itself. It therefore could not be retrieved by interview-
ing the actors; instead it required a detailed analysis of the sequential
production of action. He argued that each action is produced in light
of a prior one and provides the framework for each subsequent action
(cf. Heritage 1984: 242). Conversation analysis inspects the moment
of the production of an action and asks why this action has been pro-
duced now and in this particular way. Sacks’ analyses were strongly
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influenced by Garfinkel's development of ethnomethodology, as he
explained in his paper on “Sociological description” (Sacks 1963). The
concept of sequence and of the sequential organization of action could
already be found in Garfinkel's 1948 manuscript (Rawls 2006: 29-41),
which Sacks may well have known about. Despite this close connec-
tion between ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, however,
conversation analysis runs the risk that the researcher may forget the
ethnomethodological pursuit of people’s deployment of folk methods to
constitute social order and instead deploy a mere technical analysis of
conversation. Indeed, nowadays, it can be observed that linguistics has
adopted conversation analysis for its own purposes, with little interest
in sociological questions, while sociologists have long neglected Gar-
finkel's and Sacks’ interest in the detailed organization of action and
the constitution of social order.?

Fairly recently, video-based studies of interaction have taken up
Garfinkel and Sacks’ original sociological interests to pursue the ex-
ploration of the interactional organization of work. A growing body of
research concerned with workplace studies of interaction in cars and
public places uses the newly developed concept of multimodality to
conduct sequential analysis of oral, visible, and material action based
on scrutiny of video-recordings (Engestrom and Middleton 1998;
Heath and Luft 2000; Llewellyn and Hindmarsh 2010; Luff, Hind-
marsh, and Heath 2000; Pinch and Clark 1986; Goodwin and Good-
win 1996). These developments have reinvigorated a wider interest in
ethnomethodology and conversation analysis that we return to in the
next chapter.

Ethnomethodology and Phenomenological Sociology

Due to Garfinkel’s strong interest in Schutz’s phenomenology, ethno-
methodology is also often discussed together with phenomenological
sociology (Douglas 1974; Rogers 1983). Indeed, some textbooks de-
scribe ethnomethodology as a sociology that fundamentally relies on
phenomenology and primarily deploys a subjectivist perspective. The
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previous chapters have refuted this view and have demonstrated that
in his theoretical work in the 1940s and 1950s, Garfinkel was already
pursuing an interest in the social organization of action.

However, it cannot be ignored that when he was studying for his
master’s degree in Newark, Garfinkel intensely examined the phenom-
enological writings of Husserl and Schutz. Garfinkel’s references to
Merleau-Ponty in later writings suggested that he remained interested
in phenomenology throughout his academic career. In Seeing Socio-
logically (2006 [1948]), as well as in his doctoral thesis (1952), Gar-
finkel discussed Schutz’s concept of the everyday. While Schutz, and
later phenomenological social theory, was primarily concerned with
interpreting the everyday from the perspective of the actor, Garfinkel
preferred Talcott Parsons” concern for the social organization of ac-
tion in the everyday. In his early writings, Garfinkel combined Parsons’
concerns with the characteristics of the everyday that Schutz has elabo-
rated on in his writings. Thus, Garfinkel came to develop accounts, i.e.,
“observable-and-reportable” action, as the foundation of social order,
as they allowed participants to align with each other’s action. The focus
of his research, therefore, lay with the efforts that actors put into the
production of communicative means to accomplish intersubjectivity in
social situations (Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). For the purpose of his analy-
sis, Garfinkel replaced the imaginary perspective of the actor, which
was the starting point for analyses in phenomenological sociology
and symbolic interactionism, with the perspective of how social order
arises from actors’ making “observable-and-reportable” the organiza-
tion of their action. His focus, therefore, was on locally observable and
intelligible sequences of action.

As Garfinkel continued to elaborate his program of research and
developed an interest in Studies of Work (1986), he turned his focus to
the examination of embodied practices (Garfinkel 2002). This interest in
practice was influenced by the phenomenological distinction between
Body and Lived-Body; i.e., the biological body and the body that acts
and experiences the world, that points toward the embodied character
of experiences and the visibility of practice, allowing participants to
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make social order an accountable accomplishment (Eberle and Maeder
2011; Eberle 2012). Within ethnomethodological studies of work there
are studies that pursue a strong interest in the phenomenological inter-
pretation of activities. They highlight the principle of unique adequacy
of descriptions and are undertaken by ethnomethodologists who have
acquired the competences of professionals, such as mathematicians
(Livingston), jazz musicians (Sudnow), and lawyers (Burns).

Despite attempts to marginalize ethnomethodology within soci-
ology, over the past decades it has retained a firm place in sociology,
which is evidenced by its presence in sociological textbooks; faculty
positions at universities around the world; and the large attendance
at conferences held by international associations such as the Ethno-
methodology and Conversational Analysis (EMCA) Section of the
American Sociological Association and the International Institute of
Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis (IIEMCA). Moreover,
ethnomethodological research has had an important influence on de-
bates of sociological theory, research, and methods, which I discuss in
the following chapter.
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Chapter 9

Ethnomethodology’s Influence on
Recent Developments in Sociology

It is quite surprising that despite its fifty-year history, sociological text-
books still primarily see ethnomethodology as being concerned with
breaching experiments and conversation analysis (cf. Appelrouth and
Edles 2008). They also discuss it together with phenomenological soci-
ology, symbolic interactionism, and cognate micro-theories of action,
already strongly criticized by Garfinkel in his early work. By linking
ethnomethodology to other theories of action and micro-sociology
and by focusing on the breaching experiments and conversation analy-
sis, these textbooks ignore not only Garfinkel’s position in relation to
those sociological traditions, but also the varieties of ethnomethodol-
ogy that have developed since the 1960s (Maynard and Clayman 1991).
They also neglect to take into consideration the influence of ethno-
methodology on other disciplines and areas of research. Some of these
areas are briefly covered in this chapter.

Ethnomethodology and Sociological Theory

Over the past few years, attempts have been made, mainly but not ex-
clusively in German sociology, to link conversation analysis to systems
theory as developed by Niklas Luhmann (1996). Luhmann has reju-
venated Parsons’ functionalist theory by drawing on developments in
biology, and analyzes society as an “autopoietic” and “self-referential”
communication system. In this view, society is an ongoing process
made up of communication that is sequentially organized. Luhmann’s
theory is highly abstract and not concerned with the organization of
practical communication within society or its subsystems of science,
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art, education, economy, politics, etc. People have no place in this the-
ory and systems independently continue with their communication,
moment-by-moment. This very brief characterization of systems the-
ory reflects some of the possible links between Luhmann’s theory and
conversation analysis, such as the sequential organization of communi-
cation and the importance of temporality in the process of communi-
cation, that are also of such importance in Garfinkel and Sacks’ writing.
One of Luhmann starting points is Parsons’ functionalist paradigm.
Yet unlike Parsons, Luhmann, like Garfinkel and Sacks, is concerned
with the fleetingness, rather than the presumed stability of social order
and meaning (Luhmann 1996). In light of these seemingly interesting
points of connection, Hausendorf (2004) and Schneider (2000), as well
as more recently Liu (2012), argue that sequences of interaction could
be conceived and analyzed as processes through which social order, or
in Luhmann’s sense systems ,are produced.

Yet it remains unclear whether either conversation analysis or sys-
tems theory gains from such an approach to studying social action.
Systems theory remains on a very abstract level, while conversation
analysis is concerned with participants’ accomplishment of action.
Even when scholars like Kieserling (1999), who wrote a fascinating
book on communication among co-present participants from a sys-
tems theory perspective, turn their interest to interaction, we fail to
learn much new about it. Such scholars make important contributions
to system theory thinking, but do not add much to studies of interac-
tion (Knoblauch 2000).

The argument that there is no fruitful relationship between sys-
tems theory and ethnomethodology or conversation analysis may be
seen as another justification for the irrelevance of ethnomethodology
to debates in sociological and social theory. Yet as I have variously high-
lighted in this book, ethnomethodology orients to theory in a very dif-
ferent way from sociological theory (Helm 1989; Rawls 1987; Wilson
and Zimmerman 1979). This also becomes apparent in David Bogen’s
(1999) critical investigation of Habermas’ (1987) theory of communi-
cative action, which elaborates on how ethnomethodological inquiries,
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with their focus on practice, can be used to rethink the linguistic basis
of Habermas’ theory. In fact, he argues that Habermas’ theory of com-
municative action is, so far at least, too removed from communicative
practice as it has failed to engage with the large body of empirical stud-
ies of the social order.

These points of contact between ethnomethodology and socio-
logical theory make clear the interest ethnomethodologists have (and
always have had) in engaging with questions of sociological theory,
although they may have approached sociological theory in ways that
some might consider unconventional. In this chapter I refer to praxis
theory to further elaborate on the important contributions that Gar-
finkel, and therewith ethnomethodology, has made to contemporary
theoretical discussions in sociology. Subsequently, I briefly discuss
Garfinkels influence on developments in sociological subfields: social
problems, gender studies, organization studies, educational research,
and studies of behavior in public places.

Ethnomethodology and Praxis Theory

In the previous chapters I have repeatedly referred to Garfinkel’s view
on the relationship between ethnomethodology and developments
in sociological theory. I noted that one of the major contributions of
ethnomethodology to sociological theory and research is its interest in
the contingent details of action that are ignored by traditional, formal-
analytic sociology with its concern for objectivity and generalizability.
Recent debates about praxis theory illustrate ethnomethodology’s con-
tribution.

In Seeing Sociologically (2006 [1948]), Garfinkel suggested that by
the 1940s, when he was studying Husserl and Schutz, he had already
begun to develop an interest in practice and the practical accomplish-
ment of action. In light of his reading of phenomenology, Garfinkel
concerned himself with examining how everyday categories, or typifi-
cations, as Schutz (Kim and Berard 2009; Psathas 1999; Schutz 1967a)
called them, are produced through practice. While other sociological
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perspectives often lodged such typifications and sense-making pro-
cesses inside people’s heads, Garfinkel was interested in their embod-
ied and practical instantiation.

The transformation of mental or cognitive categories into embod-
ied practices provides a pertinent link between ethnomethodology and
recent attempts to develop a theory of practice. Over the past few years,
Theodore Schatzki and others (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, and Savigny
2000) have begun to explain the importance of a theory of practice for
sociological theory. In their recent edited volume, Schatzki and col-
leagues criticize previous theories of practice, such as those developed
by Bourdieu (1977) and Giddens (1986), because both, in different
ways, referred to Garfinkel and ethnomethodology. Bourdieu (1977)
characterized Garfinkel as an interactionist and ethnomethodology as
reductionist because, in his view, it was unable to explain the relation-
ship between practice and structure. Giddens (1986), by contrast, used
Garfinkels studies to explain the link between actor and structure, by
referring to the importance of routinized practices for social order.

In these debates about theories of practice, we can therefore see
how ethnomethodology has been examined in terms of its relevance
to address the question of the link between micro and macro that has
troubled sociology since its origins. Some ethnomethodologists have
addressed this by respecifying the question and characterizing the dis-
tinction between micro and macro as a conceptual distinction that can
only become (seen as) relevant as far as actors in concrete situations
orient to it (Coulter 2000; Lynch 2000b; Berard 2005). Current debates
about practice and theory of practice argue that routinized aspects of
practical action that include oral and bodily action as well as the use of
instruments provide accounts for structure.

Ethnomethodology and Social Problems

Ethnomethodology has often been criticized and considered irrelevant
to the big sociological debates and to questions of importance to soci-
ety (Coser 1975; Gellner 1975). This criticism is without foundation.
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From the outset of his studies of sociology, Garfinkel himself had a
strong interest in matters of inequality and race. This interest is ap-
parent in his 1940 short story “Color Trouble” and in his master’s de-
gree research, which was later published in Social Forces (1949), the
journal that Howard Odum established as an outlet concerned with
research on social issues such as inequality, racial segregation, and
poverty. Aside from Garfinkels early research, a substantial body of
ethnomethodological research has emerged that studies a wide range
of social problems. While the collection Understanding Social Problems
edited by Zimmerman, Wieder, and Zimmerman (1976) is not solely
devoted to the ethnomethodological concern with poverty, race, sex-
ism, inequality, social justice, etc., the fact that it was collated by major
figures in ethnomethodology indicates the commitment of these schol-
ars to the study of social problems. It is therefore not surprising that in
1988 Douglas Maynard published a Special Issue of the journal Social
Problems titled “Language, Social Interaction, and Social Problems.

Such ethnomethodological studies of social problems emerged
against the background of a burgeoning field of sociological research
on social problems (cf. Clarke 2001) that, from an ethnomethodologi-
cal point of view, failed to capture the practices that produce social
problems and generate “problematic people” and “problematic ac-
tions.” Ethnomethodologists asked, “Do we need a general theory of
social problems?” (Bogen and Lynch 2007) and since the 1960s have
conducted a wide range of studies that reveal how, in different circum-
stances, including institutional contexts such as courts, prisons, and
police departments, people are categorized as delinquent because their
actions are treated as misaligned with the accepted moral and norma-
tive order.

One such moral and normative order is “the convict code” that
Lawrence Wieder (1974) investigated in his doctoral dissertation. His
research elaborated on how this code of conduct is not a theoretical
concept, but a practical achievement by the inmates and personnel
in a halfway house for paroled narcotic addicts. In a related way, an-
other doctoral student of Garfinkel’s, Egon Bittner, has produced an
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extensive body of studies that explores the relationship between rules
in books and rules in practice (cf. Carlin and Slack 2013). His studies
focus on the work of the police and the ways in which participants ac-
quire the competences and skills of policemen. As part of his research
he famously investigated the practices deployed by patrolmen to keep
the peace in skid row' and skid row-like districts. He differentiated
these practices from those that patrolmen produce to enforce the law
in other areas. This differentiation is based on the patrolmen’s orienta-
tion to the situation they encounter in such troubled urban areas where
they feel they have a “mandate” to deal with certain issues, by coercion
if need be (Bittner 1967; Silbey and Bittner 1982). Policemen’s ability to
differentiate between situations of law enforcement relies on the acqui-
sition of competences that allows them to handle “a multitude of what
seem like unique situations over and over again” (Bayley and Bittner
1984: 35).

Bittner’s and Wieder’s studies on the situated and interpretive
practice and procedures that participants deploy to identify and deal
with social problems have provided the basis for much of the recent
research concerned with deviance, discrimination, and crime (Berard
2010, 2012); police work and the social construction of social problems
(Ibarra and Kitsuse 1997); and recent developments in interactionist
studies of social problems (Holstein and Miller 1993).

Alongside these ethnomethodological studies of social problems,
alarge body of ethnomethodological studies has emerged that explores
the organization of courtroom procedures and “law in action” (Travers
and Manzo 1997) more generally. This strand of ethnomethodological
research has become very influential in the sociology of law (cf. Burns
1997,2001; Dingwall 2000; Mair, Watson, Elsey, and Smith 2012; Peyrot
and Burns 2001; Travers 1997). Ethnomethodological interest in court-
room procedures remains strong, evidenced by the recent publication
of Baudouin Doupret’s Adjudication in Action (2012; Jenkings 2013), a
detailed study of procedures in an Egyptian court. In this research, the
ethnomethodological interest in the relationship between practice and
order that is so vividly embodied in courtroom procedures continues.
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Ethnomethodology and Gender Studies

Garfinkel’s study of the transgendered Agnes, published in Studies
(Garfinkel 1967g, k) has become a cornerstone for the emergence of
Gender Studies, where it is now regarded as one of its classic texts. In
this study, Garfinkel explored the practical efforts of the transsexual to
“pass” as a woman in social situations. In Western societies, the distinc-
tion between conventional male and female as gender roles remained
unquestioned until the 1960s. Garfinkels study of Agnes shed doubt
on this distinction and demonstrated that gender is not a stable prop-
erty a person owns, but is a practical achievement that people produce
moment-by-moment through their action.

Garfinkel (1967g: 118) argued that gender is an aspect of social in-
teraction that is “omnirelevant”” In social situations, participants mutu-
ally attribute each other with a particular gender and, based on this at-
tribution, expect the other to act in a certain way. If participants were to
suddenly change their gender within an ongoing situation, this would
be perceived as an accountable incongruency; we can sometimes ob-
serve such spontaneous changes of gender identity in a playful manner
at parties. When a person wishes to change her/his gender in the every-
day, it is therefore necessary to produce actions that are recognizable as
the actions of a particular gender. This observation led Garfinkel to the
conclusion that Agnes, despite having male genitals, manages to pass
as a woman because she is a practical methodologist who in an ongoing
and practical fashion produces accounts of how she deploys her ev-
eryday knowledge and competences to make her actions “observable-
and-reportable” as gender-specific practices.

Following Garfinkels analysis and in the context of the emergence
of conversation analysis, a body of literature has been produced that is
primarily concerned with the relationship between gender and social
interaction. For example, studies have explored how participants con-
stitute gender as a relevant category in interaction, involving analyses
that, within conversation analysis, are often discussed in the context of
“membership categorization analysis” (Stokoe 2010; Schegloff 2007b).
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The ethnomethodological perspective, therefore, stands in contrast
to arguments that suggest that people of different genders deploy dif-
ferent interactional styles. Instead, conversation analysis investigates
phenomena such as the discrimination against women in everyday
conversations by revealing, for example, the distribution of turns at talk
and the interruption of talk (Kitzinger 2000; Speer and Stokoe 2011;
Stokoe 2000, 2003, 2006, 2010).

Nowadays gender studies is such a widely accepted area of research
that the significance of Garfinkels analysis and its contribution to the
field is sometimes forgotten. Well-known research, such as studies by
Kessler and McKenna (1985) or Hirschauer (1998), however, refers to
Garfinkel’s argument for the ongoing production of gender, or, as they
now call it, “doing gender” (Ayass 2007; West and Zimmerman 1987,
2009). Although gender research nowadays includes a multitude of
theories and approaches, ethnomethodology and conversation analysis
still make important contributions to this area.

Workplace Studies and Organization Studies

A few decades ago, David Silverman (1970) observed that he was sur-
prised that ethnomethodology was not more influential in organiza-
tion studies. It took until the 1980s before organizational theory and
related research discovered ethnomethodology, and its influence has
subsequently increased. Since then, a large number of ethnographic
studies have been conducted that have drawn on, or at least referred
to, Garfinkel’s ethnomethodological program. These studies have taken
up Garfinkel’s explanation of the shop floor problem and have begun to
investigate the organization of work in factories, air traffic control, hos-
pitals, and elsewhere (Boden 1994; Button 1993; Button and Sharrock
2002, 2009; Crabtree 2001, 2003; Harper 1997; Hughes 2001; Rounce-
field and Tolmie 2011).

At the center of these studies is not the organization itself, but
the process of organizing, as Garfinkel and other ethnomethodolo-
gists had argued since the 1960s (Bittner 1965; Garfinkel 1956b, 2002).
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Their aim is to analyze and describe work practices in such a way that
their description can inform the development and deployment of new
technologies and practice. In so doing they are continuing Garfinkel’s
(2002) hybrid studies of work program that rests upon an intertwining
of ethnomethodological studies and actual work practice.

Ethnomethodological ethnographies of work have commonalities
with a related strand of research, namely video-based studies of work
that highlight the importance of the smallest details of action for the
organization of work. Charles Goodwin (1981) and Christian Heath
(1986) are widely seen as pioneers of this strand of ethnomethodologi-
cal research, which has a close relationship to conversation analysis and
its interest in the organization of talk in institutional settings (Drew
and Heritage 1992). These video-based studies of work use analytic and
methodological tools such as transcripts developed in conversation
analysis to investigate how participants organize their oral, visible, and
material or material actions. Of particular interest is the interweaving
of the material environment with participants’ practices.?

Examples of such studies that have been conducted include those
undertaken at the Work, Interaction and Technology Research Centre
at King’s College London, examining the practices of managers and
personnel involved in activities in technology-rich settings such as
control-rooms of urban transport systems and newsrooms; the coop-
eration of nurses and anesthetists in operating theaters and other health
care and health service settings, including dentistry and optometry; the
work of designers in architecture; and the navigation and exploration
of museums (Heath 2012; Heath and Luff 2000; Heath, Knoblauch and
Luff 2000; Hindmarsh and Heath 2000; Hindmarsh 2010; Luff, Heath,
and Pitsch 2009; vom Lehn, Heath, and Hindmarsh 2001). These proj-
ects have examined in detail how participants interweave their action
with features of the visual and material environment through the orga-
nization of their practices.

The research undertaken at the Work, Interaction and Technol-
ogy Research Centre and at universities in Europe, the USA, and Ja-
pan, as well as conducted at commercial research institutes such as
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PARC in Palo Alto (California), IBM, and at the Microsoft Research
Labs in Cambridge (UK) and Grenoble (Switzerland) have led to the
emergence of a distinct area of research called workplace studies. Since
the 1990s, workplace studies have contributed to debates about tech-
nological innovation and design as well as the organization of work.
These research teams explore the interweaving of complex technolo-
gies with interaction and the organization of work (Henderson, Wha-
len, and Whalen 2002; Moore, Whalen, and Hankinson 2010; Moore
2012; Suchman 1996, 2006; Szymanski and Whalen 2011; Vinkhuyzen
and Whalen 2000; Vinkhuyzen et al. 2006; Whalen, et al. 2004; Whalen
and Zimmerman 2005).

Furthermore, there are a number of small research teams that use
video recording as principal data to explore the organization of work
practices. The best-known of these teams is probably the cooperation
between Charles and Marjorie Goodwin who, since the 1980s, have
been leading the development of video-based studies of interaction.
Over the past few decades, the Goodwins have analyzed the organi-
zation of the work of airport personnel and girls in schools (Good-
win and Goodwin 1996; Goodwin 2006). Charles Goodwin has also
analyzed situations where one of the participants, due to a stroke, had
difficulties in orally and visibly communicating in the same way as his
co-participants. In these studies Goodwin focused on revealing the
methods and techniques that participants use in such situations to es-
tablish, if only momentarily, intersubjectivity (Goodwin 2006; McNeill
and Goodwin 2000). In other studies he has examined how archae-
ologists deploy standardized charts to constitute color and categorize
material (Goodwin 1997; Goodwin 2000).

Video-based studies of interaction have also found an audience
within management and organization studies. Since the 1970s these
areas of study have seen a rise in “critical” perspectives on manage-
ment that have a particular interest in the details of the organization of
work. Research in these areas has, therefore, increasingly used qualita-
tive methods such as discourse analysis and ethnography, and, more
recently, has begun to explore the opportunities offered by ethno-
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methodology, conversation analysis, and video-based studies of work
practice (Llewellyn 2008; Llewellyn and Hindmarsh 2010; Samra-
Fredericks 2004; Samra-Fredericks and Bargiela-Chiappini 2008).

Although I have largely discussed workplace studies as an area of
studies related to ethnomethodology, they really encapsulate a much
larger theoretical and methodological scope. In particular, they also
include activity theory and distributed cognition, which use ethnog-
raphy and video analysis for their studies. The inclusion of multiple
conceptual approaches into its scope has helped workplace studies to
widen its influence on a broad range of disciplines, including sociol-
ogy, psychology, and the cognitive sciences, as well as studies of work
and organization (Engestrom and Middleton 1998). This influence
has also stretched into the technical sciences, such as Computer-Sup-
ported Cooperative Work (CSCW) and Human-Computer Interac-
tion (HCI), where the hybridization of research and practice has led
to the use of ethnographies to inform the design of new technologies
(Hughes et al. 1994; Martin, Mariani, and Rouncefield 2007; O’Malley
et al. 2006; Randall, Shapiro, and Hughes 1992; Randall, Marr, and
Rouncefield 2001).

Interaction in Health and Medical Situations

Related to the body of studies concerned with talk and interaction in
institutional settings (Drew and Heritage 1992; Heritage and Clayman
2010), one of the most active and influential areas within ethnometh-
odology and conversation analysis to emerge investigates interaction
between patients, medical practitioners, and health care providers.
Here, the main corpus of studies is concerned with general practice
where, first, conversation analysts and video analysts explored the or-
ganization of talk and interaction between doctor and patient (Heath
1986; Heritage and Maynard 2006; Sarangi and Roberts 1999).
Frankel’s (1984) study, which explores how routine sequences be-
tween doctor and patient arise in light of the contingencies involved
in these encounters is sometimes seen as one of the pioneering studies
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in this area (Maynard and Heritage 2005). He found that microanal-
ysis of interaction, i.e., conversation analysis, allowed the researcher
access to the ways in which doctor and patient orient to each other’s ac-
tions. From here on a wide range of studies emerged that explained the
organization of opening and closing of medical consultations; the orga-
nization of participation in consultations; the display of pain; explana-
tions given for treatments; and the delivery of good and bad news, etc.
(Heath 1982, 1989; Heritage and Stivers 1999; Mangione-Smith, Stivers
and Elliott 2003).

A related body of studies has emerged that explores the organiza-
tion of interaction in health care and health service domains. Perakyla
and colleagues (2008) use conversation analysis for the study of the
organization of psychotherapy consultations. This has led to investi-
gations of how medical experts, i.e., psychotherapists, gain access to
the goings-on in patients’ brains. These studies allow access to profes-
sional practice designed to provide accounts for psychological states
and processes. Hence, Perakyld and Vehvildinen (2003) have explored
what professional knowledge psychotherapists deploy to find out about
the cognitive processes of their patients. McCabe and colleagues (2002)
have also investigated interaction in psychotherapy consultations. Their
focus, however, has been the difficulty faced by psychotherapists and
the practical solutions they use to manage patients’ participations in
the interaction. Other health care and health service areas under inves-
tigation include been teamwork in anesthesia (Hindmarsh and Pilnick
2007); the organization of communication in physiotherapy (Parry
2006, 2013); the work of dentists (Hindmarsh 2010); consultations in
obesity clinics (Webb 2009); and the ways in which optometrists orga-
nize consultations in optometry and assess their clients” eyesight (vom
Lehn et al. 2012; Webb, Heath, vom Lehn, and Gibson 2013).

Ethnomethodological, conversation analytic, and video-based
studies of medical interaction and interaction in health care domains
are a burgeoning field of research that, aside from their contribution to
academic debates about health and medicine, cognition, intersubjec-
tivity of perception, and related areas, have also made some interesting
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contributions to practice. Anssi Perdkylds work on psychotherapy is
very good example in this regard, but there is a wide range of further
contributions to practice, in particular on the communication practice
of health care and general practitioners (Antaki 2011).

Child Development and Educational Research

Following Garfinkel’s concern with the respecification of taken-for-
granted phenomena as “locally produced, naturally accountable
phenomena of order” (Garfinkel 2002: 118, Fn. 45), various ethno-
methodologists have become interested in revealing the mundane
practices through which scientific concepts, theories, and ideas are
produced. One such theory that pervades not only the cognitive sci-
ences and psychology, but also many everyday interactions, is the con-
cept of cognition, the mind, and intelligence. In particular, Jeff Coulter
(1983, 1989; Coulter and Watson 2008) has respecified the concepts
and theories underlying cognitivism and the taken-for-grantedness of
“mind” as “something” lodged in people’s heads. His prolific writings
have provided the theoretical basis for ethnomethodological and cog-
nate research in areas like the sociology of emotions, and to debates and
controversies about the uses of Wittgenstein’s thinking when respeci-
fying “cognition” and “the mind” and when considering references to
motives and modes of perception in studies of interaction (McHoul
and Rapley 2001; Sharrock and Coulter 1998).

Aside from these theoretical developments in ethnomethodol-
ogy concerned with cognition and the mind, it was Anthony Wootton
(2005) who began to study, in detail, interaction between adults and
young children, and to explore learning as an interactional achievement.
His research is concerned with how learning requires interactional com-
petence that children acquire from a very young age as they grow up.
He positions his studies alongside the growing interest in Vygotskyian
theories of the mind, the arguments in the learning sciences that social
interaction is important for cognitive development (Vygotsky and Cole
1978; Wertsch 1991). Through his studies of parent—child conversations,
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Wootton (2006) shows that in everyday situations the origin of children’s
actions is often ascribed to their mental capabilities. This ascription to
the child’s mind, however, is not unavoidable, as their competencies can
just as well be seen as practical abilities they bring to bear in interaction.
For example, as Wootton (2005) explains, in the course of their upbring-
ing children progressively acquire competencies to position requests and
other actions in sequential places that are more likely to elicit required
responses.

Woottons important contribution to ethnomethodological re-
search on cognitive development can be seen in relationship to a body
of work that explores the organization of interaction and talk in educa-
tional settings such as schools. One of the earliest ethnomethodologi-
cal studies of an educational setting is Cicourel and Kitsuse’s (1963)
investigation of the ways in which school counselors make decisions
that influence the career of pupils. From here on, a large body of studies
concerned with classroom interaction has emerged that explores the
organization of talk between teachers and pupils (Hester and Francis
2000).

Mehan's studies (1978, 1979) of the organization of classroom in-
teraction described the three-part structure of sequences produced by
teachers and students when examining sequences produced to test stu-
dents’ knowledge or understanding: (1) the “initiation” elicits (2) a re-
ply from the student that engenders (3) an evaluation produced by the
teacher. Mehan considered these three parts of the sequences as “two
coupled ‘adjacency pairs; i.e., initiation and reply coupled with reply and
evaluation (Mehan 1978, 1979; Macbeth 2003). The body of classroom
research that developed within the context of Mehan's studies is some-
times called constitutive ethnography (McDermott, Gospodinoff, and
Aron 1978). Its innovation lies in the use of audio-/video-recorded “nat-
uralistic” data as principal data to explore how classroom interaction is
organized. By using these data, it is possible to examine in detail the “lo-
cal order” in and through which education and learning take place. For
example, related studies by McHoul (2008) have examined the specifics
of “repair” in educational interaction and Maynard and Marlaire (1990,
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1992) have investigated sequence organization in IQ-tests.

While these studies have largely focused on the organization of
talk, McDermott and colleagues (McDermott, Gospodinoff, and Aron
1978) used video data to investigate how classroom participants bodily
orient to each other and to the activity in hand. By drawing on Albert
Scheflen’s (1973, 1974) famous research, they revealed how the context
of activities is displayed by the participants’ postures; modifications in
posture display changes in activity. Their research, therefore, suggested
that participants maintain concerted activities by closely coordinating
not only their talk, but also their bodily behavior with each other, and
use changes in posture to negotiate each other’s participation status in
an activity.

These studies in schools and other educational settings have illus-
trated that learning is an interactional achievement. They have respeci-
fied the understanding that learning is a cognitive process and have
shown how it can be examined with a specific sociological orientation.
In light of this research, a wide range of conversation analytic stud-
ies have been concerned, for example, with second language acquisi-
tion (Mondada and Doehler 2004) and the teaching of mathematics
(Greiffenhagen and Sharrock 2008; Greiffenhagen 2008). In recent
years, ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts have expanded
the scope of their studies to look into the organization of professional
training and the increasing importance of technology in the teaching
and learning of professional skills and competences. This body of re-
search includes video-based studies of teaching and learning, for ex-
ample, in operating theaters (Koschmann et al. 2012b; Mondada 2003;
Svensson, Luft, and Heath 2009) and dentistry (Hindmarsh, Reynolds,
and Dunne 2009), as well as studies in the growing field of computer-
supported cooperative learning (Miyahki et al. 2002).

Aside from studies of interaction in formal educational organiza-
tions such as schools, educational research has recently become inter-
ested in cognitive development and learning in other, non-formal or
informal domains. These informal learning settings include, amongst
others, kitchens in family homes, museums, and science centers. In the
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latter, video-based studies of interaction at exhibits have shifted the fo-
cus from the cognitive outcome of people’s engagement with exhibits,
to the organization of their action and interaction underpinning any
learning and cognitive development that might emerge in museums.
Such studies have explored how people make sense of interactive ex-
hibits in a railway museum (Hemmings et al. 2000; Marr et al. 1997)
and how they use the exhibit features and the space around them to
display an understanding of exhibits by producing actions that em-
bellish the display of their engagement and experience of the artifacts
(Meisner et al. 2007).

Behavior in Public Places and Mobility

Despite Goffmans (1963, 1971) early studies of behavior in public places,
ethnomethodologists have shown only occasional interest in the ways in
which people conduct themselves in and navigate public places. There
is, of course, Ryave and Schenkein’s (1974) study concerned with the
artful ways in which people managed to avoid collisions on the busy
pavements and crossings of modern streets. And more recently, Lee and
Watson (1993) and Garfinkel and Livingston (2003) have explored the
organization of “queues” and “locomotion” on streets and public squares.
Save for these rare exceptions, however, it has taken until the arrival of
modern video equipment to enliven this field of studies.

Since the late 1990s, the analysis of people navigating and interact-
ing in public domains has begun to take shape. There is now a rich body
of research concerned with “mobility in interaction” (Haddington,
Mcllvenny, and Broth 2008; Haddington, Mondada, and Nevile 2013),
both on foot and in vehicles. These studies consider the organization of
action through which people, often with very little talk, move along a
pier step-by-step (Broth and Lundstrom 2013) and how museum visi-
tors move through galleries (vom Lehn 2012, 2013). These studies are
beginning to demonstrate that, at least in some circumstances, bodily
action, like talk, is sequentially organized. Like Ryave and Schenkein
(1974) in their paper, these studies primarily investigate “walking as
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a situated practice” and add to prior research on this activity its em-
beddedness within a material environment. So, for example, vom Lehn
(2013) examines how museum visitors glance or look to neighboring
exhibits and through a mutual alignment of shifts in bodily and visual
orientation constitute “candidate exhibits” they might move to next. In
a related way, studies of guided tours have considered the collaborative
exploration of exhibitions, gardens, and other public settings by show-
ing how guides moment-by-moment constitute tour participants as an
audience that orients not only to the guide, but also to the material
and visual environment that is subject to her/his actions (Best 2012; De
Stefani 2010; Mondada 2009).

Aside from studies that explore how people walk through spaces
in interaction with others, there has been a growing interest in inves-
tigating how people use technology such as maps, mobile technology,
and vehicles while on the move. These studies reveal that maps are not
representations of an external world; rather, they are deployed in in-
teraction as occasioned resources to move through a space (Liberman
2013). They include ethnomethodological and conversation analytic
research into the ways in which participants embed maps and aspects
of maps within their talk and interaction. Psathas (1986), for example,
reveals how, in talk and interaction, participants turn a map into some-
thing useful that helps them to find a “correspondence” between the
map and the environment. More recently, video recordings of people
driving in cars have been analyzed to explore the sequential organiza-
tion of talk and interaction between drivers and their passengers and
of how people interrelate aspects of the visual environment and maps
to find their way through an unknown neighborhood while driving
(Brown and Laurier 2005; Laurier and Brown 2008; Mondada 2012).

People not only move through public spaces but also engage in a
wide range of activities, both alone and with others. Goffman (1963) de-
veloped conceptual distinctions to analyze the different displays of “in-
volvement” in public. Drawing on this research, video-based studies of
interaction in coffee shops and museums have furthered the knowledge
of how people organize their activities in, and make sense of aspects of,
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the publicly visible or tangible environment (Laurier and Philo 2007).
For example, Heath and vom Lehn, together with their colleagues at the
Work Interaction and Technology Research Centre, have examined mu-
seum visitors interaction and sense-making practices at the exhibit-face.
Their studies reveal how people organize their talk and visual and bodily
conduct to establish, if only momentarily, an alignment in their looking
at and seeing works of art or other kinds of exhibit (Heath and vom Lehn
2004; Heath and vom Lehn 2012; vom Lehn, Heath, and Hindmarsh
2001; vom Lehn 2010b). They have also explored how visitors embed
their use of technologies, such as interactive kiosks and mobile devices,
in their interaction at exhibits and have illustrated how “interaction” with
technologies often preoccupies people to the extent that they spend rela-
tively little time looking at the original exhibit, and barely talk or interact
in other ways with their companions (Heath and vom Lehn 2008; vom
Lehn and Heath 2005a&b).

This body of research has been influential on recent debates in
symbolic interactionism (Scott 2013), as well as in areas other than
sociology, including education (see above), marketing, human-com-
puter interaction, and computer-supported cooperative work. In mar-
keting there has been a growing concern with experiential aspects of
visiting shopping and retail settings, as well as museums and galleries
(Schmitt 1999). Detailed studies of interaction in these domains, how-
ever, have rarely been conducted, as marketing and consumer research
have largely relied on interview data and ethnographic observations.
Video-based studies of interaction in museums complement this body
of research by demonstrating the emergence of experience in interac-
tion between people engaged in interaction with, and around, objects,
artifacts, and technologies (vom Lehn 2006, 2010a). Related studies
in shopping and retail environments have revealed the organization
of queues at counters in retail banks and the organization of interac-
tion between shop assistants and customers, including the sensitivity of
shop assistants to customers’ browsing behavior (Brown 2004; Brown
and Laurier 2012; Clark, Drew, and Pinch 1994; Clark and Pinch 2009;
Pinch and Clark 1986).
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In addition to the contribution to the growing body of stud-
ies on behavior in public places, ethnomethodological research in
these domains has informed research and practice in more applied
fields, such as human-computer interaction (HCI) and computer-
supported cooperative work (CSCW). Dourish’s (2001; Dourish and
Button 1998) theoretical and empirical analyses have helped to respec-
ify common conceptions of action and collaboration that pervade de-
bates in HCI and CSCW. Heath and Luff’s (2000) studies have explicat-
ed how video-based studies of interaction in the control rooms of rapid
urban transport systems can reveal how station staff observe and man-
age behavior in public places using complex assemblies of technology
and people. Maybe surprisingly there has been considerable interest in
HCI and CSCW in studies of museums and galleries, as these domains
allow researchers to deploy and experiment with novel technologies
and prototypes without endangering people’s lives. This interest in the
design implications of video-based studies has led to a number of
“quasi-naturalistic experiments” in which researchers and designers
have cooperated to develop and experiment with interactive artworks,
as well as with craftwork designed to encourage interaction between
people (Heath et al. 2002; Hindmarsh et al. 2002; Koleva et al. 2001;
Patel et al. 2011).

This discussion of areas influenced by ethnomethodology is not
exhaustive but only gives a brief glimpse into the pervasiveness of the
program of research that originates in Garfinkel’s writings on very
many substantial debates in sociology. Curiously, the influence of eth-
nomethodology on sociology and its sub-areas is clearly visible, while
ethnomethodology is often described as marginal and unimportant to
sociology.
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Postscript

Garfinkel’s Orphans

On April 21, 2011 Paul ten Have, the system administrator of “ethno-
Hotline,” a digital distribution service for news of interest to ethno-
methodologists, informed the subscribers of the listserv as well as his
followers on Twitter that Harold Garfinkel had died:

I've just been informed that Harold Garfinkel, founder, inventor and
genius of ethnomethodology has passed away, so we are all ‘orphans’
now” (Paul ten Have, 21 April 2011, Twitter).

Paul ten Have’s short note points to the immense importance that
Garfinkel has had to the ethnomethodological community. He was the
founder and point of reference for all those who see themselves as eth-
nomethodologists. At the Conference of the International Institutes of
Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis (IIEMCA) in Fribourg
(Switzerland), tribute events were organized, where well-known eth-
nomethodologists talked about their meetings and encounters with
Garfinkel and his cevre (Endress and Psathas 2012). This was the tenth
ITIEMCA conference and is one of the important events where a sub-
stantial number of ethnomethodologists meet on a regular basis.' Aside
from this event, ethnomethodologists gather at the annual meetings
of the American Sociological Society where they have their own sec-
tion, Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis (EMCA), and ses-
sions. Furthermore, there is the bi-annual International Conference on
Conversation Analysis (ICCA) where, at the conference in Manheim
in 2010, the International Society for Conversation Analysis (ISCA)
was founded, which will further enhance the influence of conversation
analysis in the future.”

This brief list of events and associations indicates that over the
years, ethnomethodology and conversation analysis has become a very
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active community. Superficially seen, conversation analysis seems to
have found a wider acceptance in the academic community, with large
conferences and faculty positions in sociology and linguistics across
the world. Yet it is ethnomethodology that is covered by sociological
textbooks, with conversation analysis being discussed as one research
strand based on Garfinkel's ethnomethodological program. Within
these developments the relatively recent emergence of video-based
studies of interaction has helped to invigorate an interest in ethno-
methodology and conversation analysis both in academic debate and
in commercial research laboratories. Furthermore, ethnomethodolo-
gists utilize their methodological liberalism and deploy ethnography,
document analysis, and a range of other methods in their studies.

As the emergence of separate and distinct foundations such as
IIEMCA and ISCA suggests, the institutionalization and development
of ethnomethodology and conversation analysis has not happened
without controversy. These arguments and debates within the field
are not new but have been part of the history of ethnomethodology
since the 1960s, as indicated by Psathas in a recent publication (Psathas
2008). Different “Schools” of ethnomethodology have arisen at univer-
sities in the USA as well as the UK, schools that are trying to differenti-
ate their research from each other and, thereby, have not always agreed
with each other’s approaches (Flynn 2011). The importance of the dis-
cussions and debates within the field, however, have not hindered its
development, rather they have helped to widen its scope and influence
in other areas, such as the technical sciences.

Now, with Garfinkel’s passing, ethnomethodology enters a new
phase in its development. Their blossoming in the technical sciences
most clearly indicates the impact ethnomethodological research can
have beyond academia. In light of current public debate about the im-
pact of the social sciences, ethnomethodologists now are at the fore-
front of a public sociology, i.e., a sociology that makes itself relevant
outside the walls of academia and connects with stakeholders.

From the beginning of his empirical work at Howard Odum’s In-
stitute in Newark, Garfinkel saw sociology as inextricably intertwined
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with society, but at the same time as lacking a sociological attitude that
allowed sociologists to describe society in an adequate way. In this
book, I hope to have provided a glimpse into the development of this
sociological attitude that now we know as ethnomethodology. Hope-
tully, in the coming years further so-far unpublished manuscripts from
Garfinkels archive, currently kept in Boston, will help us learn more
about the origin and development of Garfinkel’s program and continue
to remind us that at the center of this program has always been the
production of Durkheimss social facts.
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Notes

Chapter 1

1. A pertinent example of the relationship between Garfinkel’s early education in
business and accounting and his later work is his paper “Good Reasons for Bad
Clinical Records” (Garfinkel 1967h).

2. Later, conversational analysis was renamed and nowadays is known as conversa-
tion analysis.

3. Within this book I largely refer to Garfinkel’s published work. I only mention in
passing the unpublished manuscript Parsons’ Primer (1960). His doctoral disser-
tation has not been published (yet) but it is accessible via microfiche.

4. In his critical review of Talcott Parsons’ Sociological Theory and Modern Society,
John Finley Scott (1968: 456, Fn 2) mentions Garfinkel’s difficult style of writing
which, in his view, has contributed to the cult status of ethnomethodology. To give
his argument a particular flavor he also claims that students were reading Garfin-
kel's papers prior to their publication in private seminars with dimmed lights. Such
characterizations of Garfinkel and ethnomethodology still pervade sociological
books to the present day. For example, Martin (2011: xi) writes in his recent book
that “Garfinkel instead put his own formulizations in between his students and the
phenomenological tradition, acting more like a cult leader than a scholar”

5. His participation in seminars in Boston and Manchester supported the founda-
tion of sociological faculties that offered training in ethnomethodology and con-
versation analysis (Flynn 2011; Psathas 2008).

6. Garfinkel drew his use of “praxeology” from Henry Hiz’s (1954) paper “Kotarbin-
ski’s praxeology” (see Garfinkel 1956b).

Chapter 2

1. In the years after its original publication in the magazine Opportunity in 1940,
the short story was published two more times: first in a volume collecting the
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Notes

best short stories of 1940 (Garfinkel 1941) and then in a collection of essays con-
cerned with a critical exploration of interethnic relations (Garfinkel 1945).

. Rawls (2013: 308) suggests that the piece is based on field observation of a racial
incident, while Hama (2009) refers to it as a literary work. Hama’s view resonates
with Guy Johnson, Garfinkel’s advisor in Chapel Hill, who described it as a “story”
(Johnson 1941: 96). With reference to the preface of the story as published in Op-
portunity, Doubt (1989: 253) states that Garfinkel was an “eyewitness” to the event.

Chapter 3

. Rawls (2002) highlights the irony that a sociologist whose later works were to be
concerned with the importance of practice had to rely on theoretical concepts of
situations where people deal with life and death.

. After the war, Parsons was particularly concerned with increasing the influence
of his book (1937) The Structure of Social Action that, due to its publication close
to the beginning of WW2, had not influenced sociology as much as he had hoped
(Vidich 2000).

. It may be interesting to add here that Parsons, who had been developing pattern
variables since the 1950s, invited Garfinkel to work with him on a response to a
critique of his theory by Robert Dubin (1960).

. Later Parsons and Shils (1952) address this problem by introducing the concept
of double contingency.

. Garfinkel argued that Parsons” and Schutz’s positions could be adapted to allow
for the development of an approach that could be used to revise the phenom-
enological position that action and experience were unavoidably intertwined
(Garfinkel 2006 [1948]). Parsons, however, did not see any advantage in taking
onboard any of Schutz’s suggestions. Further attempts by Schutz to persuade Par-
sons that both their approaches could be aligned in a worthwhile way remained
without success. The two scholars ended their exchange by agreeing to disagree
(Grathoftf 1978).

. Rawls (2002) presumes that Garfinkel delayed or even resisted the publication of
this and other manuscripts because he increasingly felt that such theoretical and
conceptual papers did not meet his own requirement of an “adequacy of descrip-
tion”. While these descriptions can be read, they remain practically unintelligible
to participants who are able to enact or embody them.

. Pragmatism was developed in the nineteenth century by philosophers and so-
cial thinkers at the University of Chicago. They included William James, Charles
Sanders Peirce, John Dewey and George Herbert Mead. Among other things,
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10.

11.

12.

13.

Notes

pragmatism provides the theoretical basis for the development of symbolic inter-

actionism as conceived by Mead’s student, Herbert Blumer (1969).

. Garfinkel described this knowledge and the practical competence of actors or

“members” as (ethno-) methods (cf. 1967a).

. Cicourel (1973) refers to the same phenomenon by describing actions as being

oriented retrospectively and prospectively at the same time.

Garfinkel and other ethnomethodologists later described the sequential relation-
ship between actions as reflexive (e.g., Lynch 2000a, Macbeth 2001).
Interactionists, for example, argue that the “definition of the situation” (Thomas
1967[1928]) is the basis for the emergence of social interaction.

In later works, Garfinkel and his students began to respecify further sociological
concepts (Garfinkel 1967a; Lynch 1993).

More recently, Timothy Halkowski (1990) has used Garfinkel’s respecification of
role in a study of how participants use the concept of role to make sense of action

and activities.

Chapter 4

. The “voluntaristic theory of action” is Parsons’ (1937) contribution to debates

about the context of action. Based on a detailed analysis of Alfred Marshall,
Vilfredo Pareto, Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber’s theoretical works, Parsons
develops a theory that brings together (“convergence”) the key arguments these

classic sociologists had made about the relationship of action to the social world.

. Garfinkel (2002: 72) later talked about deliberately “mis-reading” Schutz and

other sociological classics (Eberle and Srubar 2010).

. While in the trust paper Garfinkel used the term basic rules, he later referred

to methods or ethnomethods. Thus, he removed himself from the analogy of the
game when describing the organization of the everyday and tried to link his re-
search program to other “ethno-sciences” His colleague, Aaron Cicourel (1973),

replaced the term basic rules with “interpretive procedures”.

. “When I speak of accountable my interests are directed to such matters as the fol-

lowing. I mean observable-and-reportable, i.e., available to members as situated
practices of looking-and-telling” (Garfinkel 1967c: 1).

5. See the discussion of tic-tac-toe above.

6. When analyzing the experiments Garfinkel pointed out that he was indebted

to Schutzs works. In a footnote to the paper “Studies of the Routine Grounds
of Everyday Activities” he wrote: “Readers who are acquainted with his [Alfred
Schutz] writings will recognize how heavily this paper is indebted to him” (Gar-
finkel 1967d [1964]: 36, Fn. 1).
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>«

. For a discussion of Garfinkel’s “cultural dope” see Pleasants (1998) and Lynch
(2012).

. Sociology textbooks often describe Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology as if its sole
method of research were breaching experiments. While Garfinkel (2002) himself
talked about “experiments” and “tutorial exercises’, he never regarded them as
“scientific experiments”. Instead he deployed them as a means to learn about the

social organization of the everyday (see Rawls 2002, 2008).

Chapter 5

. The presentation was published as “Some Rules of Correct Decision that Jurors
respect” in Garfinkel’s Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967f).

Chapter 6

. This argument is echoed by Watson (2009), who explores how Garfinkel develops
a distinctive notion of trust as a background condition for mutually intelligible
action.

. Weber and Schutz, as well as Parsons’ notion of historically comparable and gen-
eralizable propositions, are worthwhile remembering here.

. The term Weltanschauung is difficult to translate. In the English version of
Mannheim’s chapter it remains untranslated; it denotes the framework of ideas
and beliefs that guides people’s perception and experience of the world

. It is worthwhile noting that Garfinkel arranged for Gurwitsch’s book to be trans-
lated.

5. Lynch (1993: 113) ascribes the idea of “the missing what” to Garfinkel.
6. Garfinkel already understood this relationship in his doctoral research. While his

colleagues sat in the computer rooms at Harvard producing statistical representa-
tions of the social world, he was interested in the ways in which the data statistical
analyses are based on, were gathered, coded and turned into accounts for social
order.

Chapter 7

. Moore came to fame through his collaboration with Kingsley Davis and their
studies of stratification (Davis and Moore 1945).

. Garfinkel and colleagues (1981) derived the term intertwining from Merleau-
Ponty (1995/1959).
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Chapter 8

1. Morana Alac (2011) has recently published an important laboratory study that
explores the bodily, visual and material practices of scientists when examining
fMRI brain scans. In her analysis, Alac combines the ethnomethodological at-
titude with Peirce’s semiotics.

2. Lynch (2000c) and Lynch and Bogen (1996) examine the relationship between
ethnomethodology and conversation analysis and are critical of the sometimes
overly technical use of conversation analysis that ignores the fact that in its use
of transcripts CA relies on a rhetorical device that operates just like the technical
devices used by natural scientists to give their arguments a realist look (Bogen
1999).

Chapter 9

1. The term “skid row” denotes a street that features cheap, often dilapidated pubs,
bars, and hotels.

2. In his posthumous published lectures, Harvey Sacks (1992) refers to Simmel’s
paper (1970) on the importance of gaze exchanges for the organization of social
situations. He suggests analyzing films of situations but, unfortunately, due to his

premature death, did not conduct such studies himself.

Postscript

1. The eleventh IIEMCA Conference was organized by Patrick Watson, Peter Eglin
and Roy Turner at the Wilfrid Laurier University in Waterloo (Ontario, Canada)
in 2013.

2. The next ICCA conference will be held at the University of Los Angeles in June
2014. It is expected to attract more than 600 attendees.
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