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EIGHT 

Jhe rational properties of scientific and 
common sense activities 

The program of his discipline requires that the sociologist 
scientifically describe a world that includes as problematical phe­
nomena not only the other person's actions, but the other person's 
knowledge of the world. As a result, the sociologist cannot avoid 
some working decision about the various phenomena intended by 
the term "rationality." 

Commonly, sociological researchers decide a definition of ration­
ality by selecting one or more features from among the properties 
of scientific activity as it is ideally described and understood.1 The 
definition is then used methodologically to aid the researcher in 
deciding the realistic, pathological, prejudiced, delusional, mythi­
cal, magical, ritual, and similar features of everyday conduct, 
thinking, and beliefs. · 

But because sociologists find with such overwhelming frequency 
that effective, persistent, and stable actions and social structures 
occur despite obvious discrepancies between the lay person's and 
the ideal scientist's knowledge and procedures, sociologists have 

1 One definition that enjoys current favor is known as the rule of empiri­
cally adequate means. A person's actions are conceived by th~ researc~er as 
steps in accomplishing tasks whose possible and actual a~comphshment 1s em­
pirically decidable. Empirical adequacy is then defined m terms of the rules 
of scientific procedure and the properties of the knowledge that such procedure 
produces. 
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found the rational properties that their definitions discriminated 
empirically uninteresting. They have preferred instead to study 
the features and conditions of nonrationality in human conduct. 
The result is that in most of the available theories of social action 
and social structure rational actions are assigned residual status. 

With the hope of correcting a trend, it is the purpose of this 
paper to remedy this residual status by reintroducing as a problem 
for empirical inquiry (a) the ~arious rational properties of con­
duct, as well as (b) the conditions of a social system under which 
various rational behaviors occur. 

Rational behaviors 

"Rationality" has been used to designate many different ways of 
behaving. A list of such behaviors can be made without necessarily 
exercising the theorist's choice of treating any one or more as 
definitive of the term "rationality." Alfred Schutz' classical paper 
on the problem of rationality 2 inventories these meanings and is 
therefore our point of departure. 

When the various meanings of the term which Schutz inven­
toried are phrased as descriptions of conduct, the following list 
of behaviors results. In the remainder of the paper, these behaviors 
will be referred to as "the rationalities." 

( 1) Categorizing and comparing. It is commonplace for a per­
son to search his experience for a situation with which to com­
pare the one he addresses. Sometimes rationality refers to the fact 
that he searches the two situations with regard to their compara­
bility, and sometimes to his concern for making matters compa­
rable. To say that a person addresses the tasks of comparison is 
equivalent to saying that he treats a situation or a person or a 
problem as an instance of a type. Thereby the notion of a "degree 
of rationality" is encountered for the extensiveness of a person's 
concern with classification, the frequency of this activity, the suc­
cess with which he engages in it are frequently the behaviors 
meant by saying that one person's activities are more rational than 
another's. 

( 2) Tolerable error. It is possible for a person to "require" 

2 Alfred Schutz, "The Problem of Rationality in the Social World," Eco­
nomica, VoL 10, May, 1953. 
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varying degrees of "goodness of fit" between an observation and 
a theory in terms of which he names, measures, describes, or other­
wise intends the sense of his observation as a datum. He may pay 
a little or a lot of attention to the degree of fit. On one occasion 
he will allow a literary allusion to describe what has occurred. On 
another occasion and for the same occurrences he may search for 
a mathematical model to order them. It is sometimes said, then, 
that one person is rational while another is not or is less so, by 
which is meant that one person pays closer attention than does 
his neighbor to the degree of fit between what he has observed 
and what he intends as his finding. 

( 3) Search for "means." Rationality is sometimes used to mean 
that a person reviews rules of procedure which in the past yielded 
the practical effects now desired. Sometimes it is the fact that a 
person seeks to transfer rules of practice which had a pay-off in 
situations of like character; sometimes it is the frequency of this 
effort; at other times the rational character of his actions refers 
to the person's ability or inclination to employ in a present situa­
tion techniques that worked in other situations. 

( 4) Analysis of alternatives and consequences. Frequently the 
term rationality is used to call attention to the fact that a person 
in assessing a situation anticipates the alterations which his actions 
will produce. Not only the fact that he "rehearses in imagination" 
the various courses of action which will have occurred, but the 
care, attention, time, and elaborateness of analysis paid to alterna­
tive courses of action are frequent references. With respect to the 
activity of "rehearsing in imagination," the competing lines of 
actions-that-will-have-been-completed, the clarity, extent of detail, 
the number of alternatives, the vividness, and the amount of in­
formation which fills out each of the schemata of competing lines 
of action are often the intended features in calling a person's 
actions "rational." 

(5) Strategy. Prior to the actual occasion of choice a person may 
assign to a set of alternative courses of action the conditions under 
which any one of them is to be followed. Von Neumann and Mor­
genstern have called the set of such decisions a player's strategy.3 

The set of such decisions can be called the strategy character of 

3 John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern, Theory of Games and Eco­
nomic Behavior (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1947), p. 79. 
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the actor's anticipations. A person whose anticipations are handled 
under the trust that his circumstances tomorrow will be like those 
he has known in the past is sometimes said to be acting with less 
rationality than the one who addresses alternatively possible future 
states of his present situation by the use of a manual of "what-to­
do-in-case-of's." 

( 6) Concern for timing. When we say that a person intends 
through his behaviors to realize a future state of affairs, we fre­
quently mean by such an intention that the person entertains an 
expectation of the scheduling of events. The concern for timing 
involves the extent to which he takes a position with regard to the 
possible ways in which events can temporally occur. A definite 
and restricted frame of scheduled possibilities is compared with a 
"lesser rationality" that consists of the person orienting the future 
fall of events under the aspect of "anything can happen." 

( 7) Predictability. Highly specific expectations of time sched­
uling can be accompanied by the person's paying concern to the 
predictable characteristics of a situation. He may seek preliminary 
information about it in order to establish some empirical constants 
or he may attempt to make the situation predictable by examining 
the logical properties of the constructs he uses in "defining" it or 
by reviewing the rules that govern the use of his constructs. Ac­
cordingly, making the situation predictable means taking whatever 
measures are possible to reduce "surprise." Both the desire for 
"surprise in small amounts" as well as the use of whatever measures 
yield it are frequently the behaviors intended by the term rational­
ity in conduct. 

( 8) Rules of procedure. Sometimes rationality refers to rules 
of procedure and inference in terms of which a person decides the 
correctness of his judgments, inferences, perceptions, and charac­
terizations. Such rules define the distinct ways in which a thing 
may be decided to be known-distinctions, for example, between 
fact, supposition, evidence, illustration, and conjecture. For our 
purposes two important classes of such rules of correct decisions 
may be distinguished: "Cartesian" rules and "tribal" rules. Carte­
sian rules propose that a decision is correct because the person 
followed the rules without respect for persons, i.e., that the de­
cider decided as "any man" would do when all matters of social 
affiliation were treated as specifically irrevelant. By contrast, 
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"tribal" rules provide that a decision is correct or not according 
to whether certain interpersonal solidarities are respected as condi­
tions of the decision. The person counts his decision right or wrong 
in accordance with whom it is referentially important that he be 
in agreement. 

The term rationality is frequently used to refer to the applica­
tion of Cartesian rules of decision. Because conventions may im­
pose constraints on such decision-making, the extent to which the 
constraints are suppressed, controlled, or rendered ineffective or 
irrelevant is another frequent meaning of rationality. 

( 9) Choice. Sometimes the fact that a person is aware of the 
actual possibility of exercising a choice and sometimes the fact 
that he chooses are popular meanings of rationality. 

( 10) Grounds of choice. The grounds upon which a person 
exercises a choice among alternatives as well as the grounds he 
uses to legitimize a choice are frequently pointed out as rational 
features of an action. Several different behavioral meanings of the 
term "grounds" need to be discriminated. 

(a) Rational grounds sometimes refer exclusively to the scien­
tific corpus 4 of information as an inventory of propositions which 
is treated by the person as correct grounds of further inference 
and action. 

(b) Rational grounds sometimes refer to such properties of a 
person's knowledge as the "fine" or "gross" structure of the char­
acterizations he uses, or whether the "inventory" consists of a set 
of stories as compared with universal empirical laws, or the extent 
to which the materials are codified, or whether the corpus in use 
accords with the corpus of scientific propositions. 

(c) Insofar as the grounds of choice are the strategies of action, 
as was noted before in point 5, another sense of rationality is 
involved. 

(d) Grounds of a person's choice may be those which he quite 
literally finds through retrospectively interpreting a present out­
come. For example, a person may realize such grounds in the 
course of historicizing an outcome in the effort to determine what 
was "really" decided at a prior time. Thus, if a present datum 

4 The concept of the corpus of knowledge is taken from Felix Kaufmann, 
Methodology of the Social Sciences (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1944), especially pp. 33-66. 
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is treated as an-answer-to-some-question, the datum may motivate 
the question that the person seeks it to be the answer to. Select­
ing, arranging, and unifying the historical context of an action 
after its occurrence so as to present a publicly acceptable or co­
herent account of it is a familiar meaning of "rationalization." 

( 11) Compatibility of ends-means relationships with principles 
of formal logic. A person may treat a contemplated course of action 
as an arrangement of steps in the solution of a problem. He may 
arrange these steps as a set of "ends-means" relationships but 
count the problem solved only if these relationships are accom­
plished without violating the ideal of full compatibility with the 
principles of formal scientific logic and the rules of scientific 
procedure.5 The fact that he may do so, the frequency with which 
he does so, his persistence in treating problems in this way, or 
the success that he enjoys in following such procedure are alter­
native ways of specifying the rationality of his actions. 

( 12) Semantic clarity and distinctness. Reference is often made 
to a person's attempt to treat the semantic clarity of a construc­
tion as a variable with a maximum value which must be approxi­
mated as a required step in solving the problem of constructing 
a credible definition of a situation. A person who witholds cre­
dence until the condition of approximate maximum value has been 
met is frequently said to be more rational than another who will 
lend credence to a mystery. 

A person may assign a high priority to the tasks of clarifying the 
constructs which make up a definition of a situation and of decid­
ing the compatibility of such constructs with meanings intended 
in terminologies employed by others. On the other hand, the per­
son may pay such tasks little concern. The former action is some­
times said to be more rational than the latter. 

( 13) Clarity and distinctness "for its own sake." Schutz points 
out that a concern for clarity and distinctness may be a concern for 
distinctness that is adequate for the person's purposes. Different 
possible relationships, ideal or actual, between (a) a concern for 
clarity and (b) the purposes which the clarity of the construct 
serves reveal additional behavioral meanings of rationality. Two 
variables are involved: ( 1) the respect required for the tasks of 

5 When treated as a rule for defining descriptive categories of action, this 
property is known as the rule of the empirical adequacy of means. 
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clarification and ( 2) the value assigned by the person to the accom­
plishment of a project. One relationship between these variables 
makes the task of clarification itself the project to be accomplished. 
This is the meaning of "clarification for its own sake." But the rela­
tionship between the two variables may be treated by a person as 
consisting in some degree of independent variability. Such a rela­
tionship would be meant when treating as an ideal, "clarification 
that is sufficient for present purposes." Rationality frequently means 
a high degree of dependence of one upon the other. Such a de­
pendence when treated as a rule of investigative or interpretive 
conduct is sometimes meant in the distinction between "pure" and 
"applied" research and theory. 

( 14) Compatibility of the definition of a situation with scientific 
knowledge. A person can allow what he treats as "matters of fact" 
to be criticized in terms of their compatibility with the body of 
scientific findings. As a description of a person's actions, the "al­
lowed legitimacy of such criticism" means that in the case of a 
demonstrated discrepancy that what the person treats as correct 
grounds of inference and action (a meaning of "fact") will be 
changed by him to accommodate what is scientifically the case. 
Frequently, a person's actions are said to be rational to the extent 
that he accommodates or is prepared to accommodate in this fashion 
to what is scientifically the case. 

Frequently rationality refers to the person's feelings that accom­
pany his conduct, e.g. "affective neutrality," "unemotional," "de­
tached," "disinterested," and "impersonal." For the theoretical tasks 
of this paper, however, the fact that a person may attend his en­
vironment with such feelings is uninteresting. It is of interest, how­
ever, that a person uses his feelings about his environment to 
recommend the sensible character of the thing he is talking about 
or the warrant of a finding. There is nothing that prohibits a scien­
tific investigator from being passionately hopeful that his hypothesis 
will be confirmed. He is prohibited, however, from using his pas­
sionate hope or his detachment of feeling to recommend the sense 
or warrant of a proposition. A person who treats his feelings about 
a matter as irrelevant to its sense or warrant is sometimes said to 
be acting rationally, while a person who recommends sense and 
warrant by invoking his feelings is said to act with less rationality. 
This holds, however, only for ideally described scientific activities. 
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Scientific rationalities 

The foregoing rationalities may be used to construct an image 
of a person as a type of behavior. A person can be conceived who 
may 6 search a present situation for its points of comparability to 
situations that he knew in the past and may search his past experi­
ence for formulas that appear in his present view to have yielded 
the practical effect in the past that he now seeks to bring about. In 
going about this task he may pay close attention to these points of 
comparability. He may anticipate the consequences of his acting ac­
cording to the formulas that recommend themselves to him. He 
may "rehearse in imagination" various competing lines of action. 
He may assign to each alternative, by a decision made prior to the 
actual occasion of choice, the conditions under which any one of 
the alternatives is to be followed. Along with such structurings of 
experience as these, the person may intend through his behaviors 
to realize a projected outcome. This may involve his paying specific 
attention to the predictable characteristics of the situation that he 
seeks to manipulate. His actions may involve the exercise of choice 
between two or more means for the same ends or of a choice be­
tween ends. He may decide the correctness of his choice by invok­
ing empirical laws and so on. 

In extending the features of this behavioral type to incorporate 
all of the preceding rationalities, a distinction between the interests 
of everyday life and the interests of scientific theorizing intrudes 
upon this list. Where a person's actions are governed by the "atti­
tude of daily life," all of the rationalities can occur with four im­
portant exceptions. Phrased as ideal maxims of conduct, these ex­
cepted rationalities state that the projected steps in the solution of 
a problem or the accomplishment of a task, i.e., the "means-ends re­
lationships," be constructed in such a way ( 1) that they remain in 
full compatibility with the rules that define scientifically correct 
decisions of grammar and procedure; ( 2) that all the elements be 
conceived in full clearness and distinctness; ( 3) that the clarifica­
tion of both the body of knowledge as well as the rules of investiga-

6 By "may" is meant available as one of a set of alternatives. It does not 
mean likelihood. 
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tive and interpretive procedure be treated as a first priority project; 
and ( 4) that the projected steps contain only scientifically verifi­
able assumptions that have to be in full compatibility with the whole 
of scientific knowledge. The behavioral correlates of these maxims 
were described before as rationalities ( 11) through ( 14). For 
ease of reference, I shall refer to these four as "the scientific ra­
tionalities." 

It is the crux of this paper and of the research program that 
eventuates if its arguments are correct, that the scientific rationali­
ties, in fact, occur as stable properties of actions and as sanctionable 
ideals only in the case of actions governed by the attitude of scien­
tific theorizing. By constrast, actions governed by the attitude of 
daily life are marked by the specific absence of these rationalities 
either as stable properties or as sanctionable ideals. Where actions 
and social structures that are governed by the presuppositions of 
everyday life are concerned, any attempts to stabilize these features 
or to compel adherence through socially systematic administration 
of rewards and punishments are the operations required to multiply 
the anomie features of interaction. All of the other rationalities, 
( 1) through ( 10), however, can occur in actions governed by 
either attitude both as stable properties and sanctionable ideals. 
This critical point is restated in detail in Table 1. 

The preceding assertions are meant as empirical matters, not as 
doctrinal ones. The reconstruction of the "problem of rationality" 7 

proposed by this paper depends upon the warranted character of 
these assertions. Their test depends upon a viable distinction be­
tween the "attitude of daily life" and the "attitude of scientific 
theorizing." It is necessary, therefore, that the different presup­
positions that make up each attitude be briefly compared. After this 
is done, we shall return to the main thread of the argument. 

7 For the sociological theorist, the "problem of rationality" can be treated 
as consisting of five tasks: ( 1 ) clarifying the various referents of the team 
"rationality" which includes stating the behavioral correlates of the various 
"meanings of rationality as (a) the individual's actions as well as (b) the "sys­
tem's" characteristics; ( 2) deciding on the ground of the examination of ex­
perience rather than by an election of theory which of the behavioral designata 
go together; ( 3) deciding an allocation of behavioral designata between defini­
tional and empirically problematical status; ( 4) deciding the grounds for jus­
tifying any of the many possible allocations that he may finally choose to make; 
and ( 5) showing the consequences of alternative sets of decisions for socio­
logical theorizing and investigation. 
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Presuppositons of the two attitudes 

The attitudes of daily life and scientific theorizing 8 were de­
scribed by Alfred Schutz 9 in his studies of the constitutive phe­
nomenology of common sense situations.10 Because th.e arguments 
of this paper depend upon the assumption that these attitu~~s do not 
shade into each other, it is necessary that the presuppositions that 
comprise each be briefly compared. 

( 1) Schutz finds that in everyday situ~tions ~e "practic:U the­
orist'' achieves an ordering of events while seekmg to retam and 
sanction the presupposition that the objects of the world are as 
they appear. The person coping with ~veryd~y affa,~rs s~eks an 
interpretation of these affairs while holdmg a lme of official neu­
trality" toward the interpretive rule that one may doubt that the 
objects of the world are as they appear. The actor's assumption 
consists in the expectation that a relationship of undoubted ~or­
respondence exists between the particular appearances of ~n object 
and the intended-object-that-appears-in-this-particular-fashiOn. Out 
of the set of possible relationships between the actual appeara~ces 
of the object and the intended object, as for example, a relation­
ship of doubtful correspondence between the two, the. person ex­
pects that the presupposed undoubted correspondence IS the sanc­
tionable one. He expects that the other person employs the s~me 
expectancy in a more or less identical fashion, and expects that JUSt 
as he expects the relationship to hold for the other person the 
other person expects it to hold for him. . . 

In the activities of scientific theorizing qmte a different rule of 

8 To avoid misunderstanding I want to stress that the concern her~ ~s. with 
the attitude of scientific theorizing. The attitude that informs the activities of 
actual scientific inquiry is another matter entirely. . 

9 Alfred Schutz, "The Stranger," American Journal of S?,cwlogy, yot. 49, 
May 1944; "The Problem of Rationality in the Social World, Economt~a, Vol. 
10, May, 1943; "On Multiple Realities," Philosoph~ and Pheno;ner:,olog~cal Re­
search, Vol. 4, June, 1945; Choosing among Prowcts of Act~~n, Phtlosophy 
and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 12, December, 1951; Common Sens_e 
and Scientific Interpretation of Human Action," Philosophy and Phenomenologi-
cal Research, Vol. 14, September, 1953. . 

10 In accordance with the program, attitude and method of Husserhan 
phenomenology he sought the presuppositions and the corresponding environ­
mental features intended by them that were invariant to the specific contents 
of actions and their objects. The list is not exhaustive. Further res~~rch should 
reveal others. Like any product of observation they have the provisional status 
of "so until demonstrated to be otherwise." 
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interpretive procedure is used. It provides that interpretation be 
conducted while holding a position of "official neutrality" toward 
the belief that the objects of the world are as they appear. The 
activities of everyday life, of course, permit the actor's doubt that 
the objects are as they appear; but this doubt is in principle a doubt 
that is limited by the theorist's "practical considerations." Doubt 
for the practical theorist is limited by his respect for certain valued, 
more or less routine features of the social order as "seen from 
within," that he specifically does not and will not call into question. 
By contrast, the activities of scientific theorizing are governed by 
the strange ideal of doubt that is in principle unlimited and that 
specifically does not recognize the normative social structures as 
constraining conditions. 

(2) Schutz refers to a second assumption as the person's prac­
tical interest in the events of the world. The relevant features of 
events that his interest in them selects, carry along for the person 
as their invariant feature that they can actually and potentially 
affect the actor's actions and can be affected by his actions. Under 
this presupposed feature of events, the accuracy of his orderings of 
events is assumed by the person to be tested and testable without 
suspending the relevance of what he knows as fact, supposition, 
conjecture, fantasy, and the like by virtue of his bodily and social 
positions in the real world. Events, their relationships, their causal 
texture, are not for him matters of theoretic interest. He does not 
sanction the notion that in dealing with them it is correct to address 
them with the interpretive rule that he knows nothing, or that he 
can assume that he knows nothing "just to see where it leads." In 
everyday situations what he knows is an integral feature of his 
social competence. What he knows, in the way he knows it, he 
assumes personifies himself as a social object to himself as well as 
to others as a bona fide member of the group. He sanctions his 
competence as a bona fide member of the group as a condition for 
his being assured that his grasp of meanings of his everyday affairs 
is a realistic grasp. 

By contrast, the interpretive rules of the attitude of scientific 
theorizing provide that the sense and accuracy of a model is to be 
tested and decided while suspending judgment on the relevance 
of what the theorizer knows by virtue of his social and bodily 
positions in the real world. 

( 3) Schutz describes the time perspective of daily life. In his 
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everyday activities the person reifies the stream of experience into 
"time slices." He does this with the use of a scheme of temporal 
relationships that he assumes he and other persons employ in an 
equivalent and standardized fashion. The conversation that he is 
having consists for him not only of the events of his stream of 
experience but of what was, or may be said at a time that is 
designated by the successive positions of the hands of the clock. 
The "sense of the conversation" is not only progressively realized 
through a succession of realized meanings of its thus-far accom­
plished course but every "thus-far" is informed by its anticipations. 
Further, as of any Here-and-Now, as well as over the succession of 
Here-and-Nows, the conversation for him has both its retrospective 
and prospective significances. These include the Here and Now 
references to beginnings, duration, pacing, phasing, and termina­
tion. These determinations of the "inner time" of the stream of 
experiences are coordinated with a socially employed scheme of 
temporal determinations. He uses the scheme of standard time as a 
means of scheduling and coordinating his actions with those of 
others, of gearing his interests to those of others and of pacing his 
actions to theirs. His interest in standard time is directed to the 
problems such specifications solve in scheduling and coordinating 
interaction. He assumes too that the scheme of standard time is en­
tirely a public enterprise, a kind of "one big clock identical for all." 

There are other and contrasting ways of temporally punctuating 
the stream of experience so as to produce a sensible array of events 
in the "outer world." When the actor is engaged in the activities of 
scientific theorizing, standard time is used as a device for con­
structing one out of alternative empirically possible worlds ( assum­
ing of course that the theorizer is interested in matters of fact). 
Thus, what would from his interests in the mastery of practical 
affairs involve the actor's use of time to gear his interests to the 
conduct of others, is for his interests as a scientific sociological 
theorist a "mere" device for solving his scientific problem which 
consists of clearly formulating such programs of coordinated actions 
in the fashion of relationships of cause and effect. Another con­
trasting use of time occurs in appreciating the events portrayed 
"within the theater play." The interests in standard time are put 
aside as irrelevant. When he attends the social structures portrayed 
in a novel like Ethan Frome, for example, he allows the lovers' fate 

275 

to come before and as a condition for appreciating the sequence of 
steps that led up to it. 

( 4) The p~rson in managing his daily affairs assumes a com­
monly entertamed scheme of communication in a different manner 
than does the scientific theorist. The man in daily life is informed as 
~,0 the sense of ev~n~,s by using a presupposed background of the 
na~ural facts of life that from his point of view "Any of Us" is 
obhgate~ to know and give credence to. The use of such natural 
facts of hfe is a condition of continued bona fide membership in the 
group. _He assumes that such a background is used by himself and 
others m the manner of morally enforceable "coding rules." In their 
terms he decides the correct correspondence between the actual 
app:arance of an object and the intended-object-that-appears-in-a­
particular-way. 

!his. assum~tion of a common intersubjective world of communi­
cation IS starthngly modified in the actions of scientific th · · Th " I eonzmg. 

e re evant other persons" for the scientific theorizer are uni-
versalized "Anymen." They are, in the ideal, disembodied manuals 
of proper ?rocedures for deciding sensibility, objectivity and war­
r~nt. Specific co~leagues are at best forgiveable instances of such 
~Ighl~ abstract competent investigators." The scientific theorizer 
IS ~bhg~ted to know only what he has decided to lend credence to. 
It IS his mere option to trust the findings of colleagues on the 
g~ounds of membership in a professional or any other society. If he 
Witholds c~e~ence, he is permitted to justify this by invoking as 
grou~ds h~s rmp:rsonal subscription to a community of "compe­
tent mves~Igators who are anonymous with respect to collectivity 
membership and whose actions conform to norms of the manual of 
~rocedures. By such actions he may risk criticism for unreasonable 
ngor: ~ut ~uch _actions in daily life would risk a change in status 
to cnmmahty, Sickness, or incompetence. 

( 5) !he person assumes a particular "form of sociality." Among 
other thmgs the fo~ ~f s~cial~ty consists of the person's assumption 
that some charactensbc dispanty exists between the "image" of him­
self ~hat he attributes to the other person as that person's knowledge 
of him, and the knowledge that he has of himself in the "eyes" of 
~h~ ot~er p_erson. He assumes too that alterations of this character­
I~bc dispanty remain within his autonomous control. The assump­
tion serves as a rule whereby the everyday theorist groups his ex-
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periences with regard to what goes properly with whom. There 
corresponds, thereby, to the common intersubjective world of com­
munication, unpublicized knowledge which in the eyes of the actor 
is distributed among persons as grounds of their actions, i.e., of 
their motives or, in the radical sense of the term, their "interests," 
as constituent features of the social relationships of interaction. He 
assumes that there are matters that one person knows that he as­
sumes others do not know. The ignorance of one party consists in 
what another knows that is motivationally relevant to the first. 
Thereby matters that are known in common are informed in their 
sense by the personal reservations, the matters that are selectively 
withheld. Thus the events of everyday situations are informed by 
this integral background of "meanings held in reserve," of matters 
known about self and others that are none of somebody else's busi­
ness; in a word, the private life. 

This assumption is heavily modified in the rules that govern the 
actions of scientific theorizing. In the sociality of scientific theoriz­
ing no disparity exists between a public and private life as far as 
decisions of sense and warrant are concerned. All matters that are 
relevant to his depiction of a possible world are public and pub­
licizable. 

There are additional presuppositions but for the purposes of this 
paper it is enough to establish only the fact of the distinction be­
tween these "attitudes." 

These two sets of presuppositions do not shade into each other, 
nor are they distinguishable in degree. Rather, passing from the 
use of one set to the use of another-from one "attitude" to another 
-produces a radical alteration in the person's scenic structurings of 
events and their relationships. In the literal mathematical sense the 
two attitudes produce logically incompatible sets of events. The 
nature of the difference between the systems of events that are 
constituted by the two sets of interpretive presuppositions may 
be illustrated by comparing the related events that a viewer wit­
nesses on his television screen when he attends the events of "the 
story" with the events he witnesses when he attends the scene as a 
set of effects accomplished by a set of professional actors behaving 
in accordance with instructions from a moving picture producer. 
It would be the grossest philosophical didacticism to say that the 
viewer has seen "different aspects of the same thing," or that the 
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events of the story are "nothing but" uncritically appreciated events 
of the production. 

Methodology 

. I~ is the scie~~ific rati?nalities to which writers on social organ­
Ization and declSlon makmg commonly refer as features of "rational 
choice." It is proposed here, however, that the scientific rationali­
ties are neither properties of nor sanctionable ideals of choices 
exercised within the affairs governed by the presuppositions of 
ev~ryday life. If the scientific rationalities are neither stable prop­
erties nor sanctionable ideals of choices exercised within the affairs 
governed in their sense by the presuppositions of everyday life, then 
the troubles encountered by researchers and theorists with respect 
to t~e concept~ o! organizational purposes, the role of knowledge 
and 1gnor~nce m mter~ction, the difficulties in handling meaningful 
messages m mathematical theories of communication, the anomalies 
found in studies of betting behavior, the difficulties in rationalizing 
the concept of abnormality in light of cross-cultural materials may 
be troubles of their own devising. The troubles would be due not to 
the complexities of the subject matter, but to the insistence on con­
ceiving actions in accordance with scientific conceits instead of look­
ing to the actual rationalities that persons' behaviors in fact exhibit 
in the course of managing their practical affairs. 

Schutz tells us what it means to say that an actor has rational 
choice 11 : 

"Rational choice would be present if the actor had sufficient 
knowledge of the end to be realized as well as the different means 
apt to succeed. But this postulate implies: 

"1. Knowledge of the place of the end to be realized within the 
framework of the plans of the actor (which must be known by him 
too). 

"2. Knowledge of its interrelations with other ends and its com­
patibility or incompatibility with them. 

':3. Knowle?ge of the desirable and undesirable consequences 
whiCh may anse as by-products of the realization of the main end. 

11 
Schutz, "The Problem of Rationality in the Social World," pp. 142-143. 
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"4. Knowledge of the different chains of means which technically 
or even ontologically are suitable for the accomplishment of this end 
regardless of whether the actor has control of all or several of these 

elements. 
"5. Knowledge of the interference of such means with other ends 

of other chains of means including all their secondary effects and 

incidental consequences. 
"6. Knowledge of the accessibility of these means for the actor, 

picking out the means which are within his reach and which he can 

and may set going. 

"The aforementioned points do not by any means exhaust the 
complicated analysis that would be necessary in order t~ b~eak 
down the concept of rational choice in action. The comphcatwns 
increase greatly when the action in question is a social one. · · · 
In this case the following elements become additional determinants 
for the deliberation of the actor. First, the interpretation or misin­
terpretation of his own act by his fellow man. Second, the. reaction 
by the other people and its motivation. Third, all the outhned ele­
ments of knowledge ( 1) to ( 6) which the actor rightly or wrongly 
attributes to his partners. Fourth, all the categories of familiarity 
and strangeness, of intimacy and anonymity, of personality and type 
which we have discovered in our inventory of the organization of 
the social world." But, then, asks Shutz, where is this system of ra­
tional choice to be found? " ... the concept of rationality has its 
native place not at the level of everyday conceptions of the social 
world but at the theoretical level of the scientific observation of it, 
and it is here that it finds its field of methodological application." 

Schutz concludes that it is found in the logical status, the ele­
ments and the uses of the model which the scientist decides on 
and u~es as a scheme for interpreting the events of conduct. 

"This does not mean that rational choice does not exist within the 
sphere of everyday life. Indeed it would be sufficient to interpret the 
terms clearness and distinctness in a modified and restricted mean­
ing, namely, as clearness and distinctness adequate to the require­
ments of the actor's practical interest .... What I wish to empha­
size is that the ideal of rationality is not and cannot be a peculiar 
feature of everyday thought nor can it therefore be a methodological 
principle of the interpretation of human sets in daily life." . 

Reconstructing the problem of rationality so as to hand 1t back to 
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researchers consists in the proposal that sociologists cease treating 
the scientific rationalities as a methodological rule for interpreting 
human actions. 

Procedurally speaking, how would an investigator act once he 
has ceased to treat the scientific rationalities as a methodological 
rule? 

Norms of conduct 

When the beforementioned rational properties of action are con­
ceived as norms of proper conduct, four meanings of such norms 
can be distinguished. 

First, the norms may consist of the rationalities to which scientific 
observers subscribe as ideal norms of their activities as scientists. 
Second, the term may refer to rationalities as operative norms of 
actual scientific work. Empirically, the two sets of norms do not 
show point for point correspondence. For example, there is a rou­
tinization of problem design and solution as well as a trust of other 
investigators found in actual investigative operations which text­
books in methodology generally ignore. Third, the term may refer 
to a socially employed and socially sanctioned ideal of rationality. 
Here the reference is to those rationalities as standards of thought 
and conduct that remain in accord with a respect for the routine 
orders of action of everyday life. Such standards are referred to in 
everyday language as "reasonable" thinking and conduct. Fourth, 
there are the rationalities as operative norms of actual activities of 
daily life. 

To use the rationalities as a methodological principle for the in­
terpretation of human actions in daily life means to proceed as 
follows: 

( 1) The ideal characteristics that scientific observers subscribe 
to as the ideal standards of their investigative and theorizing con­
duct are used to construct the model of a person who acts in a 
manner governed by these ideals. Von Neumann's game player, for 
example, is such a construction.12 

12 Consider his characteristics. He never overlooks a message; he extracts 
from a message all the information it bears; he names things properly and in 
proper time; he never forgets; he stores and recalls without distortion; he never 
acts on principle but only on the basis of an assessment of the consequences 
of a line of conduct for the problem of maximizing the chances of achieving 
the effect he seeks. 
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( 2) After describing actual behaviors, one looks to the model, 
seeking through the comparison for the discrepancies between the 
way in which a person so constructed would have acted and the way 
the actual person has acted. Questions like the following are then 
asked: Compared with the model, how much distortion is there in 
recall? What is the efficiency of the means that the actual perso~ 
employed when they are viewed with reference to th~ obser:er s 
wider knowledge, this observer's wider knowledge bemg typ1fied 
as "The current state of scientific information"? What constraints 
are there upon the use of norms of technical efficiency in the attain­
ment of ends? How much and what kind of information is needed 
for decisions that are predicated on the consideration of all the 
scientifically relevant parameters of the problem and how much of 
this information did the actual person have? 

In a word, the model furnishes a way of stating the ways in which 
a person would act were he conceived to be acting as an ideal scien­
tist. The question then follows: What accounts for the fact that 
actual persons do not match up, in fact rarely match up, even as 
scientists? In sum, the model of this rational man as a standard is 
used to furnish the basis of ironic comparison; and from this one 
gets the familiar distinctions between rational, nonrational, irra­
tional, and arational conduct.13 

But this model is merely one among an unlimited number that 
might be used. More importantly, no necessity dictates its use. To 
be sure, a model of rationality is necessary, but only for the task of 
deciding a definition of credible knowledge and then only but un­
avoidably for scientific theorizing. It is not necessary and it is 
avoidable in theorizing activities employed in coming to terms 
with the affairs of everyday life. 

It is necessary for scientific theorizing but not because of any 
ontological char~cteristic of the events that scientists seek to con­
ceive and describe. 

It is necessary because the rules that govern the use of their 
propositions as correct grounds for further inference, i.e., the very 
definition of credible knowledge, describe such sanctionable pro­
cedures as, for example, not permitting two incompatible or con-

13 Vilfredo Pareto, The Mind and Society, ed. Arthur Livingston (New 
York: Harcourt Brace & World, Inc., 1935), especially Vol. I. Marion J. Levy, 
Jr., The Structure of Society (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1952) · 
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tradictory propositions both to be used as legitimate grounds for 
deducing the warrant of another proposition. Since the definition of 
credible knowledge, scientific or otherwise, consists of the rules that 
govern the use of propositions as grounds of further inference and 
action, the necessity of the model is provided by the decision in 
the first place to act in conformity with these rules.14 The model of 
rationality for scientific theorizing literally consists of the theorizer's 
ideal that the meanings of these rules can be clearly explicated. 

It is a consequence of the fact that actions of inquiry and in­
terpretation are governed by what to common sense are the out­
landish rules of scientific activities that the decision to use a proposi­
tion as grounds of further inference varies independently of whether 
or not ~he user can expect to be socially supported for using it. But 
in activities governed by the presuppositions of daily life the body 
of credible knowledge is not subject to such rigid restrictions re­
garding the use of propositions as legitimate grounds for further 
inference and action. Within the rules of relevance of everyday life 
a correctly used proposition is one for whose use the user specifically 
expects to be socially supported and by the use of which he furnishes 
others evidence of his bona fide collectivity status. 

Rationaiities as data 

No necessity dictates that a definition of rational action be de­
cided in order to conceive a field of observable events of conduct. 
This result has the important and paradoxical consequence of per­
mitting us to study the properties of rational action more closely 
than ever before.15 Instead of using the vision of the ideal scientist 
as a means for constructing descriptive categories of behavior-and 
rational, nonrational, irrational and arational are such categories­
the rational characteristics of activities may be addressed with the 
empirical task of describing them as they are found separately in 
the above list of rationalities or in clusters of these characteristics. 
The user, then, would look to the conditions of the actor's make-up 

14 Kaufmann, op. cit., pp. 48-66. 
15 1t is through the absence of the "scientific rationalities" in the actions 

that ~onst!tute the rou~ine social structures that rational action becomes prob­
lematical m the ways mtended in Max Weber's neglected distinction between 
formal and substantive rationality. 
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and to his characteristic relationships to others as factors that might 
account for the presence of these rationalities, but without ironic 
comparison. 

Instead of the properties of rationality being treated as a methodo­
logical principle for interpreting activity, they are to be treated 
only as empirically problematical material. They would have the 
status only of data and would have to be accounted for in the same 
way that the more familiar properties of conduct are accounted for. 
Just as we might ask how the properties of a status arrangement 
are relevant to the incidence of striving behavior, or organized dis­
sent, or scapegoating, or to the chances of occupational mobility or 
whatever, so we might ask how the properties of a status arrange­
ment are determinative of the extent to which the actions of the 
actors show the rationalities. Questions such as the following, then, 
press for answers: Why are rationalities of scientific theorizing dis­
ruptive of the continuities of action governed by the attitude of 
daily life? What is there about social arrangements that makes it 
impossible to transform the two "attitudes" into each other without 
severe disruptions of the continuous activity governed by each? 
What must social arrangements be like in order that large numbers 
of persons, as we know them in our society today, can not only 
adopt the scientific attitude with impunity, but can, for their suc­
cess in employing it, make substantial claims for a living upon those 
to whom the attitude is foreign and in many cases repugnant? In 
a word, the rational properties of conduct may be removed by 
sociologists from the domain of philosophical commentary and 
given over to empirical research. 

It is possible to state a general rule which subsumes innumerable 
research problems: Any factor that we take to be conditional of any 
of the properties of activities is a factor that is conditional of the 
rationalities. This rule sets up the claim that such factors, for ex­
ample, as territorial arrangements, the number of persons in a net, 
rates of turnover, rules governing who can communicate with whom, 
timing patterns of messages, the distributions of information as well 
as the operations for altering these distributions, the number and 
location of information "transformation" points, the properties of 
coding rules and languages, the stability of social routines, the struc­
tured or ad hoc incidence of strain in a system, the properties of 
prestige and power arrangements, and so on are to be considered 
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determinative of the rational properties of actions governed by the 
attitude of daily life. 

Conclusion 

It has been the purpose of this paper to recommend the hypothesis 
that the scientific rationalities can be employed only as ineffective 
ideals in the actions governed by the presuppositions of everyday 
life. The scientific rationalities are neither stable features nor sanc­
tionable ideals of daily routines, and any attempt to stabilize these 
properties or to enforce conformity to them in the conduct of every­
day affairs will magnify the senseless character of a person's be­
havioral environment and multiply the disorganized features of 
the system of interaction. 



Appendix to chapter five 

In February, 1967, after this volume was in press, I learned 
from my collaborator, Robert J. Stoller, M.D., that Agnes, in Octo­
ber, 1966, had disclosed to him that she was not a biologically de­
fective inale. With his permission I quote the relevant passage from 
the recently completed manuscript of his book, Gender Identity: 

"Eight years ago, when this research project was only a year 
old, a patient was seen who was found to be a unique type of a 
most rare disorder: testicular feminization syndrome, a condition 
in which it is felt that the testes are producing estrogens in suf­
ficient amount that the genetically male fetus fails to be mas­
culinized and so develops female genitalia and in puberty female 
secondary sex characteristics. This particular case was unique in 
that the patient was completely feminized in her secondary sex 
characteristics (breasts and other subcutaneous fat distribution; 
absence of body, facial, and limb hair; feminization of the pelvic 
girdle; and very feminine and soft skiP..) with a nonetheless 
normal-sized penis and testes. Abdominal contents were normal 
male. Following extensive workup, including examination of 
testicular tissue by microscope, it was decided that the findings 
were compatible with estrogen production by the testes. A report 
of these findings was published. [See footnote, p. 152.] At the 
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time of this workup the patient was 19 years old and had been 
living undetected as a young woman for about two years. As far 
back as her memory reached, she had wanted to be a girl and 
had felt herself to be a girl though she was fully aware that she 
was anatomically a male and was treated by her family and by 
society as a boy. Consideration was given to the possibility that 
she had been taking estrogens on her own, but it was finally de­
cided that this was not the case for the following reasons: ( 1) she 
very clearly denied taking such estrogens at the time that she 
revealed many other parts of her past history which would seem 
to be equally embarrassing to reveal; ( 2) even after successfully 
getting the operation she wanted, she still denied taking estro­
gens; ( 3) in order to have effected the biological changes found 
on physical examination and laboratory tests, she would have had 
to take just the right drug in just the right amounts starting at 
just the right time at puberty in order to have converted her body 
to the state in which it was found at age 19, and it was felt that 
this amount of information about endocrinology and sophistica­
tion about womanhood was beyond the possibilities of this per­
son when 12 years old. There are no cases in the endocrinological 
literature of a male taking massive doses of estrogens exogenously 
from puberty on; ( 4) she was closely observed during hospitali­
zation pre-operatively and her belongings searched; no estrogens 
were found; shortly after the testes were removed, she developed 
a menopause, which was considered good evidence that the testes 
were the source of estrogens; ( 5) when the testes were examined 
microscopically and sent to experts in other medical centers for 
confirmation, the tissue was considered as capable of producing 
testicular feminization syndrome; ( 6) the testes, examined post­
operatively, were found to contain over twice as much estradiol 
as is present in the normal adult male. 

"Not being considered a transsexual, her genitalia were surgi­
cally transformed so that she now had the penis and testes re­
moved and an artificial vagina constructed from the skin of the 
penis. She subsequently married, moved away, and lived a very 
full life as a woman. She remained in contact over the years, and 
infrequently I would have a chance to talk to her and find out 
how her life was going. 

"Five years later she returned. She had been passing success-
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fully as a woman, had been working as a woman, and had been 
leading a very active, sexually gratifying life as a beautiful and 
popular young woman. Over the years, she had carefully ob­
served the behavior of her women friends and had learned all 
the fine details of the expressions of femininity of a woman of her 
social class and age. Bit by bit, she had reassured herself on any 
of the possible defects in her femininity, the most important con­
firmations coming from the men who made love to her, none of 
whom complained that her anatomy was in the slightest bit 
suspicious. However, she still was not certain that her vagina 
was normal enough, and so I arranged for her to see a urologist 
who, because of his reputation, was in an outstanding position 
to speak to her as an authority; he told her unequivocally that 
her genitalia were quite beyond suspicion. . .. 

"During the hour following the welcome news given her by the 
urologist, after having kept it from me for eight years, with the 
greatest casualness, in mid-sentence, and without giving the 
slightest warning it was coming, she revealed that she had never 
had a biological defect that had feminized her but that she had 
been taking estrogens since age 12. In earlier years when talking 
to me, she had not only said that she had always hoped and ex­
pected that when she grew up she would grow into a woman's 
body but that starting in puberty this had spontaneously, grad­
ually, but unwaveringly occurred. In contrast, she now revealed 
that just as puberty began, at the time her voice started to lower 
and she developed pubic hair, she began stealing Stilbestrol from 
her mother, who was taking it on prescription following a pan­
hysterectomy. The child then began filling the prescription on 
her own, telling the pharmacist that she was picking up the hor­
mone for her mother and paying for it with money taken from her 
mother's purse. She did not know what the effects would be, only 
that this was a female substance, and she had no idea how much 
to take but more or less tried to follow the amounts her mother 
took. She kept this up continuously throughout adolescence, and 
because by chance she had picked just the right time to start 
taking the hormone, she was able to prevent the development of 
all secondary sex characteristics that might have been produced 
by androgens and instead to substitute those produced by estro­
gens. Nonetheless, the androgens continued to be produced, 
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enough that a normal-sized adult penis developed with capacity 
for erection and orgasm till sexual excitability was suppressed by 
age 15. Thus, she became a lovely looking young 'woman,' though 
with a normal-sized penis. . . . 

"My chagrin at learning this was matched by my amusement 
that she could have pulled off this coup with such skill. Now 
able to deal openly with me, for the first time she reported much 
that was new about her childhood and permitted me to talk 
with her mother, something that had been forbidden for those 
eight years." 

This news turned the article into a feature of the same circum­
stances it reported, i.e., into a situated report. Indeed, if the reader 
will re-read the article in light of these disclosures, he will find that 
the reading provides an exhibit of several prevailing phenomena of 
ethnomethodological study: ( 1) that the recognizedly rational ac­
countability of practical actions is a member's practical accomplish­
ment, and ( 2) that the success of that practical accomplishment 
consists in the work whereby a setting, in the same ways that it con­
sists of a recognized and familiar organization of activities, masks 
from members' relevant notice members' practical ordering prac­
tices, and thereby leads the members to see a setting's features, 
which include a setting's accounts, "as determinate and independent 
objects." 

Following Agnes' disclosures, Stoller exploited the break by tape 
recording 15 hours of interviews with her and her mother. A sub­
sequent study will be done using the particulars of the disclosures 
to study the above phenomena. We plan, with the use of the new 
materials, to re-listen to the earlier taped conversations, to inspect 
our subsequent records, and to re-read this article. To mark this 
prospect the original article is called Part 1. 


