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3 Plans

 Once the European navigator has developed his
operating plan and has available the appropriate tech-
Tical resources, the implementation and monitoring of
‘his navigation can be accomplished with a minimum of
‘thought. He has simply to perform almost mechani-
cally the steps dictated by his training and by his initial
planning synthesis. (Gladwin 1964, p. 175)

account of communication involves assumptions about
1, in particular about the bases for action’s coherence and intel-
‘This chapter and the next discuss two alternative views of
The first, adopted by most researchers in artificial intelli-
cates the organization and significance of human action in
ng plans. As old at least as the Occidental hills, this view of
ful action is the basis for traditional philosophies of rational
| for much of the behavioral sciences. It is hardly surpris-
erefore, that it should be embraced by those newer fields
med with intelligent artifacts, particularly cognitive science
formation-processing psychology.

e planning view, plans are prerequisite to and prescribe
at every level of detail. Mutual intelligibility is a matter of
eciprocal recognizability of our plans, enabled by common con-
ite e expression of intent, and shared knowledge about
al situations and appropriate actions. The alternative view, de-
in chapter 4, is that while the course of action can
rojected or reconstructed in terms of prior intentions
ations, the prescriptive significance of intentions for
n is inherently vague. The coherence of situated
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action is tied in essential ways not to individua.l predispositions ?r
conventional rules but to local interactions con?ng,ent' on the actor’s
particular circumstances. A consequence of action’s s1.h.1a‘ted nature
is that communication must incorporate both a sensmvu{y to local
circumstances and resources for the remedy of troubles in under-
ing that inevitably arise. '
Stélz\k?i;nfhapter reviewz the planning model of purposgful actxc;)r;
and shared understanding. Those who adopt the pIa_nmng model
as a basis for interaction between people anc‘l .m_a_chmes dJ.:aw on
three related theories about the mutual intglhg}?ﬂﬁ}r of actxo'n: (x)
the planning model itself, which takes the mgmﬁcanc.e of act}on to
be derived from plans, and identifies the problem for mteracﬁo}x: a;
their recognition and coordination, (2) spfaech e'xct theory, w 1c
accounts for the recognizability of plans or mtentlons: by proposing
conventional rules for their expression, and (3) the idea of shargd
background knowledge, as the common resource that stands
behind individual action and gives it social meaning. Each of these
theories promises to solve general problems in h.uman commu
cation, such as the relation of observable behavior t‘o intent, tl
correspondence of intended and interp.retefl meaning, ar];dt.;.
stability of meaning assignments across mtuatu’msf in ways tha 2
relevant to particular problems in people’s interaction wi
machines.

In problem-solving systems, actions are described by pre-
requisites (i.e. what must be true to enable the action),
effects (what must be true after the action has occurred), and

- decomposition (how the action is performed, which is typi-
cally a sequence of subactions). (Allen 198y, P- 126)

oals define the actor’s relationship to the situation of action, since
€ situation is just those conditions that obstruct or advance the
ctor’s progress toward his or her goals. Advance planning is in-
ersely related to prior knowledge of the environment of action,
nd of the conditions that the environment is likely to present.
nanticipated conditions will require re-planning. In every case, how-
ver, whether constructed entirely in advance, or completed and

lified during the action’s course, the plan is prerequisite to the action.

Plan generation and execution monitoring

of the earliest attempts to implement the planning model on a
chine occurred as part of a project at Stanford Research Institute,
ginning in the mid 1960s. The project’s goal was to build a robot
that could navigate autonomously through a series of rooms, avoid-
ing obstacles and moving specified objects from one room to
ther. The robot, named by its designers Shakey, was controlled
problem-solving program called STRIPS, which employed a
ns-end analysis to determine the robot’s path (Fikes and Nils-
971). The STRIPS program examined the stated goal, and then
rmined a subset of operators, or actions available to the robot
uld produce that state. The preconditions of those actions in
m identified particular subgoal states, which could be examined
same way. The system thus worked backward from the goal
plan was defined from the initial state to the goal state, made

ctions that the robot could perform. Subsequent work on

solving and plan synthesis consisted in large part in refine-

this basic means-ends strategy, toward the end of achiev-

 greater efficiency by constraining the search through possible
paths.?

ew of subsequent work, see Sacerdoti 1977, ch. 3.

3.1 The planning model

The planning model in cognitive science treats a plar_m as a sequenc
of actions designed to accomplish some preconce.lved end. >
model posits that action is a form of problgg\-solemg, where.‘:’;

actor’s problem is to find a path from some initial s‘atle toa desir
goal state, given certain conditions along thg way. A‘ct‘mns‘.
described, at whatever level of detail, by their preconditions an
their consequences:

1 gee Newell and Simon 1972 for the seminal formulation of this view.
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Beyond the problem of constructing plans, artiﬁcial‘ intelligence
regearchers have had to address problems of whaF NﬂSSOl? (197;
terms ““failure and surprise” in the execution of 'then' planmn'g pro:
grams, due to the practical exigencies of action nan unpredlctab}e
environment. The objective that Shakey should actually b.e able t
move autonomously through a real (albeit somewhat impove
ished) environment added a new class of problems to t.hose'fac_e_
by mathematical or game-playing programs operating In
abstract formal domain:

tanford Research Institute as part of the Computer-Based Consul-
t project, NOAH was designed to monitor and respond to the
ons of a human user. With NOAH, Sacerdoti extended the tech-
ues of problem-solving and execution monitoring developed in
e planning domain to the problem of interactive instruction:

’OAH is an integrated problem solving and execution mon-
oring system. Its major goal is to provide a framework for
toring expertise about the actions of a particular task
omain, and to impart that expertise to a human in the co-
perative achievement of nontrivial tasks. (Sacerdoti 1977,

p-2)

'he output of the planning portion of Sacerdoti’s programis a “‘pro-
edural net,” or hierarchy of partially ordered actions, which
comes in turn the input to the execution-monitoring portion of

stem. The execution monitor takes the topmost action in the
: y, provides the user with an instruction, and then queries
r regarding the action’s completion. A principal objective of
e innovations that Sacerdoti introduced for the representation of
dures in NOAH was to extend execution monitoring to

ude tracking and assessment of the user’s actions in response to
tructions generated:

for a problem-solver in a formal domain is essent'ially done
when it has constructed a plan for a solution; nothing can go
wrong. A robot in the real world, however, must conside
the execution of the planas a major part of every task. Unex

ected occurrences are not unusual, so that tlTe use of sen
sory feedback and corrective action are crucial. (Raphael
cited in McCorduck 1979, P- 224)

In Shakey’s case, execution of the plan generated by the STRI
program was monitored by a program called PLANEX.: |
PLANEX program monitored not the actual moves of t%\e rot
however, but the execution of the plan. The program simpl
sumed that the execution of the plan meant that the robot had t
the corresponding action in the real world. The program also m
the assumption that every time the robot moved there was ¢
normally distributed margin of error that would be ;ridded
#model of the world,” or representation of the robot’s local
When the cumulative error in the representation got large enou
the plan monitor initiated another part of the program that:
gered a camera which could, in turn, take a reading of Shakey{
cation in the actual world. .
The uncertainty to which Shakey was to respond consastgd
changes made to the objects in its environn}lent. Another orq :
uncertainty was introduced with Sacerdoti’s system NOAH (@
acronym for Nets of Action Hierarchies). Also developed a

‘system will monitor the apprentice’s work to ensure that
‘operation is proceeding normally. When the system
omes aware of an unexpected event, it will alter instruc-

s to the apprentice to deal effectively with the new situ-
n. (ibid., p. 3}

sitive response from the user to the system’s query regarding

nis taken to mean that the user understood the instruction,
uccessfully carried it out, while a negative response is
a request for a more detailed instruction. The system
s well for a “motivation response,” or query from the user
hy a certain task needs to be done (to which the system
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ulty of maintaining a shared understanding of a situation, as we will
see more clearly in chapters 4 and s, is not just a matter of monitoring

e course of events, but of establishing their significance. None-
theless, with Sacerdoti we have at least a preliminary recognition of the
place of the situation in the intelligibility of action and communication.

responds by listing tasks to which the current task is related), a
for an “error response,” or indication from the user that the curren
instruction cannot be carried out. .

Just as the accumulation of error in the PLANEX program
required feedback from the world in order to re-establish -the
robot’s location, the error response from the user in Sacerdoti’
system requires that NOAH somehow repair its representation of
the user’s situation:

.2 Interaction and plan recognition

- Adherents of the planning model in artificial intelligence research
 have taken the requirement of interaction as an injunction to extend
he planning model from a single individual to two or more indi-
luals acting in concert. The planning model attempts to bring
ncerted action under the jurisdiction of the individual actor by
ttaching to the others in the actor’s world sufficient description,
ind granting to the actor sufficient knowledge, that he or she is able
respond to the actions of others as just another set of environ-
>ntal conditions. The problem of social interaction, consequently,
comes an extension of the problem of the individual actor. The
sic view of a single, goal-directed agent, acting in response to an
nvironment of conditions, is complicated — the conditions now
lude the actions of other agents — but intact.

The problem for interaction, on this view, is to recognize the
ions of others as the expression of their underlying plans. The
omplement to plan generation and execution in artificial intelli-
e_fiée research, therefore, is plan recognition, or the attribution of
ns to others based on observation of their actions. The starting
‘mise for a theory of plan recognition is that an observer takes
me sequence of actions as evidence, and then forms hypotheses
ut the plans that could motivate and explain those actions. One
persisting difficulty for action understanding in artificial intelli-
gence research has been the uncertain relation between actions and
intended effects. Allen (1984) illustrates this problem with the
xample of turning on a light:

PLANEX presumed that an adequate mechanism existed for.:
accurately updating the world model. This was almost the
case, since there were only a small number of actions that the
robot vehicle could take, and the model of each action con-
tained information about the uncertainty it would introduce
in the world model. When uncertainties reached a
threshold, the vision subsystem was used to restore th ‘
accuracy of the world model.

For the domain of the Computer-based Consultant, or
even for a richer robot domain, this approach will prove in-
adequate ... NOAH cannot treat the world model as a
given. It must initiate interactions with the user at appro-
priate points to ensure that it is accurately monitoring the
course of the execution. . .

[W]hen a serious error is discovered (requiring the system’
to be more thorough in its efforts to determine the state of
the world), the system must determine what portions of its
world model differ from the actual situation. (ibid., pp. 71-2)

The situation in which Shakey moved consisted of walls and boxe
(albeit boxes that could be moved unexpectedly by a human hand
The problem in designing Shakey was to maintain c0nsis‘tency be
tween the represented environment and the physical environmen
in which the robot moved. In introducing the actions of a user, th
computer’s environment becomes not only a physical but a S0l
one, requiring the interpretation of the user’s actions, and an a
sessment of the user’s understanding of his or her situation. The dlf:ﬁ

There are few physical activities that are a necessary part of
performing the action of turning on a light. Depending on
the context, vastly different patterns of behavior can be
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While Allen’s approach to the problem of plan recognition is an
ﬁ_fempt to reconstruct logically our vocabulary of purposeful
ction, a few more psychologically oriented researchers in artificial
telligence have undertaken experiments designed to reveal the
rocess by which people bring the actions of others under the juris-
diction of an ascribed plan. Schmidt, Sridharan, and Goodson
78) observe, for example, that plan attribution seems to require
tain transformations of the sequential organization of the action
cribed.® They report that throughout the process of plan attri-
n .the problem to be solved by the subject remains “ill-
ed,” by which they mean that at any given time neither the
ge of possible plans that the other might be carrying out, nor the
ria for assessing just what plan is actually in effect, are clearly
: ed (p. 80). Nonetheless, they report that their subjects are able
to posit an underlying plan. Their strategy appears to be to adopt
tively a single hypothesis about the other’s plan, rather than
: rtain all or even some number of logical possibilities simul-
eously. The preferred hypothesis regarding the other’s plan
en affects what actions are noted and recalled in the subject’s
ounts of the action, and the temporal order of events is restruc-
into logical “in order to” or “because” relationships, such
I:?tions among actions are not restricted to consecutive events
e. At the same time, the current hypothesis is always subject
laboration or revision in light of subsequent events, to the
nt that subjects are often required to suspend jiudgment on a
0 hypothesis, and to adopt a “wait and see” strategy.
ver possible, actions that violate the structure of an at-
d plan are explained away before the plan itself is reconsi-
Schmidt, Shridharan, and Goodson conclude that all of

classified as the same action. For example, turning on a light -
usually involves flipping a light switch, but in some circum--
stances it may involve tightening the light bulb (in the base-
ment) or hitting the wall (in an old house). Although we
have knowledge about how the action can be performed
this does not define what the action is. The key definin
characteristic of turning on the light seems to be that th
agent is performing some activity which will cause the light
which was off when the action started, to become on whe
the action ends. An important side effect of this definition i
that we could recognize an observed pattern of activity a
“turning on the light” even if we had never seen or thought
about that pattern previously. (p. 126)

Allen’s point is two-fold. First, the “same” action as a matter
intended effect can be achieved in any number of ways, wher
ways are contingent on circumstance rather than on definiti
properties of the action. And secondly, while an action ¢ :
accounted for post hoc with reference to its intended effe
action’s course cannot be predicted from knowledge of the ac
intent, nor can the course be inferred from observation of the
come. Allen identifies the indeterminate relationship of int
effect to method as a problem for planning or plan recogni
systems: a problem that he attempts to resolve by constru
logical language for action descriptions that handles the distin
between what he calls the “causal definition” of an action (i
pre and post conditions that must hold in order to say tha
action has occurred, independent of any method), and the a
characterization in terms of a particular method or procedure f
accomplishment.?

3 Another, less problematic uncertainty that Allen attempts to capture is the
vation that while some components of an action are sequentially orde
necessary way {i.e. one js prerequisite to the other), other components;
necessary to the action, have no necessary sequential relationship to each
The incorporation of unordered actions into the structure of plans, pioneered,
Sacerdoti (1975), was viewed as a substantial breakthrough in early pla
search. -

piricism of their study is unusual in artificial intelligence research, where
enerally proceeds on the basis of imagination and introspection.
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process of plan attribution by the observer, there is no independe
evidence that the process of plan attribution is a process of recog
nizing the plan of the actor.

serve as a set of instructions, that is, it should have the
- characteristics of a plan that could guide the action
described. When we speak of a plan . . . the term will refer to
a hierarchy of instructions . .. A plan is any hierarchical process
in the organism that can control the order in which a sequence of
- operations is to be performed.

A Plan is, for an organism, essentially the same as a pro-
gram for a computer . . . we regard a computer program that
simulates certain features of an organism’s behavior as a
theory about the organismic Plan that generated the
behavior.

" Moreover, we shall also use the term “Plan” to designate a
rough sketch of some course of action . . . as well as the com-
pletely detailed specification of every detailed operation . ..
We shall say that a creature is executing a particular Plan
when in fact that Plan is controlling the sequence of oper-
tions he is carrying out. (p. 17, original emphasis)

3.1.3 The status of plans
Assessment of the planning model is complicated by equivocati
in the literature between plans as a conceptual framework for th
analysis and simulation of action, and plans as a psychologi
mechanism for its actual production. When researchers describ
human action in terms of plans, the discussion generally finesse
the question of just how the formulations provided by the r
searcher are purported to relate to the actor’s intent. The claimi
least that people analyze each other’s actions into goals and pl
in order to understand each other. But the suggestion that the p
is “recognized” implies that it has an existence prior to and i
pendent of the attribution: that it actually determines the action
The identification of the plan with the actor’s intent is expli
the writing of philosophers of action supportive of artificial in
gence research, like Margaret Boden, who writes:

th Miller, Galanter, and Pribram, the view that purposeful
tion is planned is put forth as a psychological “process theory,”
atible with the interest in a mechanistic, computationally
able account of intelligent action. By improving upon or com-
ng our common-sense descriptions of the structure of action,
trizcture is now represented not only as a plausible sequence,
s an hierarchical plan. The plan reduces, moreover, to a de-
d set of instructions that actually serves as the program that
ontrols the action. At this point, the plan as stipulated becomes
titutable for the action, insofar as the action is viewed as deriva-
om the plan. And once this substitution is done, the theory is
taining: the problem of action is assumed to be solved by the
g model, and the task that remains is the model’s refine-

unless an intention is thought of as an action-plan that c
draw upon background knowledge and utilize it in the guic
ance of behavior one cannot understand how intention:
function in real life. (1973, pp. 27-8)

Intentions, in other words are realized as plans-for-action th
rectly guide behavior. A logical extension of Boden’s view, pa
larly given an interest in rendering it more computable, is th
that plans actually are prescriptions or instructions for action
early and seminal articulation of this view came from Mill
Galanter, and Pribram (1960), who define an intention as
uncompleted parts of a Plan whose execution has already be
(p. 61). With respect to the plan itself:

attributing the plan to the actor resolves the question of the

Any complete description of behavior should be adequate ‘s status, however, it introduces new problems with respect to
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what we actually mean by “purposeful action.” If plans are syr}:ong-
mous with purposeful action, how do we acc0unt,. on the o‘;te ax:hg
for a prior intent to act which may never be realized, Z?n , ;n the
other, for an intentional action for_wlucl'.l we would or narily bz
no plan was formed ahead of time?” And if any pla}'l of action c:x;nts
analyzed at any level of detail, what level of desmPho;\ ;‘fep:e e
that which we would want to call purpo‘sefu} action? If a 1e:vbé
level, there is no reason in principle to distinguish, for exatr;\lp r;\,tt_
tween deliberate action and involuntary response, ai bletath
always can be ascribed to a process of planning unava1da ez) 0 i
actor. In fact, this is just what Boden woluld have us “o. f nth.:
account, action can be reduced to basic umfcs for’ ’whxch no furthe
procedural analysis could conceivably be given. Those, ,um;si cl(:m
pose “complex procedural schemata or e},ctwn—plans, ] WP Cé ;
turn produce “complex intentional gffec-ts (1973, p.d3 ). izd
logical processes at the level of i'nten'aon, in other words, are red
i imately to bodily operations. K
lbllieh.:clt:vn;\?le t}l,'le plannizmgrinodel would ha\'re a statement olf u*}\)t
reflect an actual set of instructions for ac?mn, even casua do
vation indicates that our statements of intent generalalz/1 o
address the question of situated action at any lfevel of det a] :
because the relation of the intent to accomplish some goal t
actual course of situated action is enormously contmggnt, t; 1
ment of intent generally says very little about. the actltcl)n §
Jows. It is precisely because our plans are mheren y va_,b
because we can state our intentions without ha‘{mg tc‘) descrit
actual course that our actions will taflf<e — that an intentional voca
i for our everyday affairs. ¥
lar%l:: iz:fflesfi‘;ln in the planri’lMg literature over tyxe .status ofp
mirrors the fact that in our everyday action des‘:cnptlonaj, w:lg ‘
normally distinguish between accounts of action provide be
and after the fact, and action’s actual course. As commo:j—

onstructs, plans are a constituent of practical action, but they are
onstituent as an artifact of our reasoning about action, not as the
enerative mechanism of action. Qur imagined projections and our
retrospective reconstructions are the principal means by which we
catch hold of situated action and reason about it, while situated

ction itself, in contrast, is essentially transparent to us as actors.$
he planning model, however, takes over our common-sense pre-
ccupation with the anticipation of action, and the review of its out-
'CIOﬁleS, and attempts to systematize that reasoning as a model for

action itself, while ignoring the actual stuff, the situated action,
hich is the reasoning’s object.

3.2 Speech acts

growing number of research efforts devoted to machine intelli-
nce have as their objective, for both theoretical and practical

ons, human-machine communication using English, or “natu-
Aanguage” (for example, Brady and Berwick 1983; Bruce 1981;
i, Webber, and Sag 1981). Researchers in natural language un-
rstanding have embraced Austin’s observation (1962) that
nguage is a form of action, as a way of subsuming communication

1e planning model. If language is a form of action, it follows that
nguage understanding, like the interpretation of actionrgenerally,

volves an analysis of a speaker’s utterances in terms of the
e utterances serve:

plans

Let us start with an intuitive description of what we think
; s when one agent A asks a question of another agent B

ch B then answers. A has some goal; s/he creates a plan
 construction) that involves asking B a question whose
wer will provide some information needed in order to
eve the goal. A then executes this plan, asking B the

ult of the transparency of situated action is that we have little vocabu
ich to talk about it, though chapters

in social science, For a treatment of
degger, see Dreyfus, in press, ch. 6.

iving who brak

? is {cited i 1984) gives the example of a person driving w k

] E:EZl(lClctlfﬂdc;mlse; (?ro‘:l)tgolf the car. See also Searle’s distinction (1980)
“prior intentions” and “intentions-in-action.

lary
4 and 5 attempt to present some recent

he philosophical vocabulary proposed
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ecuted in order to have some effect on the hearer. This effect

typically involves modifying the hearer’s beliefs or goals. A

speech act, like any other action, may be observed by the

hearer and may allow the hearer to infer what the speaker’s
" plan is. (Allen 1983, p. 108)

question. B interprets the question, and attempts to infer :A’s
plan (plan inference). (Allen 1983, p. 110, original emphasis)

As with the interpretation of action, plans are the substrat:e
which the interpretation of natural language utterances rests, inso
far as “[hJuman language behavior is part of a coherent plan o
action directed toward satisfying a speaker’s goals” (Appelt 1985
p- 1). We understand language, and action more generally, when w
successfully infer the other's goals, and understand how th
other’s action furthers them. The appropriateness of a respons
turns on that analysis, from which, in turn:

The hearer then adopts new goals (e.g., to respond to a
request, to clarify the previous speaker’s utterance or goal),
and plans his own utterances to achieve those. A conver-
sation ensues. (P. Cohen n.d., p. 24)

Given such an account of conversation, the research problen
with respect to language understanding is essentially the same a
that of the planning model more generally: that is, to characteriz
actions in terms of their preconditions and effects, and to formulat
a set of inference rules for mapping between actions and underly
ing plans. Among researchers in the natural language area .Of arti
ficial intelligence research, Searle’s speech act theory (1969) is see:
to offer some initial guidelines for computational models of co
munication:
We hypothesize that people maintain, as part of their:
models of the world, symbolic descriptions of the world -
models of other people. Our plan-based approach will
regard speech acts as operators whose effects are primarily
on the models that speakers and hearers maintain of each
other. (Cohen and Perrault 1979, p. 179)

Searle’s conditions of satisfaction for the successful performance o

speech acts are read as the speech act’s “’preconditions,” while it

illocutionary force is the desired “effect:

In describing utterances by their preconditions and effects,
speech acts seem to provide at least the framework within which
computational mechanisms for engineering interaction between
people and machines might emerge. But while Searle’s “conditions
satisfaction” state conventions governing the illocutionary force
of certain classes of utterance, he argues against the possibility of a
tule-based semantics for construing the significance of any particu-
lar utterance. While the maxims that speech act theory proposes —
or example, the felicity condition for a directive is that S wants H to
do A—tell us something about the general conditions of satisfaction
r a directive, they tell us nothing further about the significance of
any particular directive. With respect to the problem of interpret-
ition, Gumperz (1982b, p. 326) offers the following example from
‘exchange between two secretaries in a small office:
“A:  Are you going to be here for ten minutes?
‘B: Go ahead and take your break. Take longer if you want.
“A: I'll just be outside on the porch. Call me if you need me.
.B: OK. Don’t worry.
umperz points out that B’s response to A’s question clearly indi-
es that B interprets the questions as an indirect request that B
stay in the office while A takes a break, and, by her reply, A con-
ms that interpretation. B's interpretation accords with a categor-
zation of A’s question as an indirect speech act (Searle 1979), and
ith Grice’s discussion of implicature (1975); i.e. B assumes that A
is cooperating, and that her question must be relevant, therefore B
earches her mind for some possible context or interpretive frame
lat would make sense of the question, and comes up with the
reak. But, Gumperz points out, this analysis begs the question of how
Utterances are produced by actions (speech acts) that are ex- ‘arrives at the right inference:
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What is it about the situation that leads her to think A is talk:
ing about taking a break? A common sociolinguistic pro
cedure in such cases is to attempt to formulate discours
rules such as the following: “If a secretary in an office aroun
break time asks a co-worker a question seeking informatio
about the co-worker’s plans for the period usually allotte:
for breaks, interpret it as a request to take her break.” Su
rules are difficult to formulate and in any case are neithe
sufficiently general to cover a wide enough range of situ
ations nor specific enough to predict responses. An alterna
tive approach is to consider the pragmatics of questionin,
and to argue that questioning js semantically related t
requesting, and that there are a number of contexts in which
questions can be interpreted as requests. While such seman
tic processes clearly channel conversational inference, ther
is nothing in this type of explanation that refers to taking:
break. (1982b, pp. 326—7)

Background knowledge

ms to lie as much in what it presupposes and implies about its
ation, as in any explicit or observable behavior as such. Even
notion of observable behavior becomes problematic in this
pect, insofar as what we do, and what we understand others to
‘doing, is so thoroughly informed by assumptions about the
ction’s significance. In the interpretation of purposeful action, it is
3 _to know where the observation leaves off and where the in-
sretation begins. In recognition of the fact that human behavior
figure defined by its ground, social science has largely turned
1 the observation of behavior to explication of the background
at seems to lend behavior its sense.

‘or cognitive science, the background of action is not the world
uch, but knowledge about the world. Researchers agree that rep-
ntation of knowledge about the world is a principal limiting
tor on progress in machine intelligence. The prevailing strategy
representing knowledge has been to categorize the world into
mains of knowledge (e.g. areas of specialization, such as medi-
, along one dimension, or propositions about physical phenom-
na, such as liquids, along another), and then to enumerate facts
bout the domain and relationships between them, Having carved
t domains of specialized knowledge, the catch-all for anything
t clearly assignable is “‘common sense,” which then can be
oken of as if it were yet another domain of knowledge, albeit one
it is foundational to the others.

While some progress has been made in selected areas of special-
ed knowledge, the domain of common-sense knowledge so far
emains intractable and unwieldy. One approach to bounding
ommon-sense knowledge, exemplified by the work of Schank and
belson (1977), is to classify the everyday world as types of situ-
tions, and assign to each its own body of specialized knowledge.

The claim is that our knowledge of the everyday world is organized
y a “predetermined, stereotyped sequence of actions that define a
well-known situation” or script (ibid., p. 422). Needless to say
“[slcripts are extremely numerous. There is a restaurant script, a
birthday party script, a football game script, a classroom script, and

The problem that Gumperz identifies here clearly applies eq
to attempts to account for inferences such as B's by arguing tha
"recognizes”” A’s plan to take a break. Clearly she does: the
standing question is how. While we can always construct a pos
account that explains interpretation in terms of knowledge of
cal situations and motives, it remains the case that with speec
theory, as with the planning model, neither typifications of int:
nor general rules for its expression are sufficient to account fo
mutual intelligibility of our situated action. In the final analys
attempts to construct a taxonomy of intentions and rules for th
recognition seem to beg the question of situated mterpretatio
rather than answer it.

3.3 Background knowledge
Gumperz’s example demonstrates a problem that any account of
human action must face: namely, that an action’s significanc
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so on” (p. 423). Every situation, in other words, has its plan made
up of ordered action sequences, each action producing the coz
ditions that enable the next action to occur. Admittedly, the no
tive order of these action sequences can be thrown off course, b
any one of what Schank and Abelson term “distractions,
“obstacles,” or “errors.” Distractions, about which they have
little to say, comprise the interruption of one script by anothe
while:

with speaking to the baker, and one’s financial competence
will guide and monitor the exchange of coins over the shop
counter. (Boden 1973, p. 28)

ike Boden’s story of the business of buying bread, attempts in arti-
al intelligence research to formalize common-sense knowledge
ely upon an appeal to intuition that shows little sign of yielding to
cientific methods. The difficulty is not just that every action pre-
.supposes a large quantity of background knowledge; though it
uld pose practical problems, such a difficulty would be tractable
ventually. Just because “implicit knowledge” can in principle be
enumerated indefinitely, deciding in practice about the enumera-
on of background knowledge remains a stubbornly ad hoc pro-
cedure, for which researchers have not succeeded in constructing
es that do not depend, in their turn, on some deeper ad hoc pro-
edures.

Nevertheless, the image evoked by “shared knowledge” is a
_potentially enumerable body of implicit assumptions or presuppos-
ns that stands behind every explicit action or utterance, and
m which participants in interaction selectively draw in under-
tanding each other's actions. This image suggests that what
ctually does get said on any occasion must reflect the application
principle of communicative economy, which recommends
ughly that to the extent that either the premises orrationale of an
on can be assumed to be shared, they can be left unspoken. That
eans, in turn, that speakers must have procedures for deciding
16 é_!'xtent of the listener’s knowledge, and the commensurate re-
quirements for explication. The listener, likewise, must make
rences regarding the speaker’s assumptions about shared
owledge, on the basis of what he or she chooses explicitly to say.
hat is unspoken and relevant to what is said is assumed to reside
the speaker’s and listener’s common stock of background knowl-
ge, the existence of which is proven by the fact that an account of
t is said always requires reference to further facts that, though
4415'oken, are clearly relevant.

An obstacle to the normal sequence occurs when someone or
something prevents a normal action from occurring or some
enabling condition for the action is absent. An error occurs
when the action is completed in an inappropriate manner, $0
that the normal consequences of the action do not come
about. (p. 426) '

Not only does the typical script proceed according to a no
sequence of actions, in other words, but each script has its typ:
obstacles and errors that, like the script itself, are stored in mem
along with their remedies, and retrieved and applied as needed

While plans associate intentions with action sequences, scri
associate action sequences with typical situations. In practice, he
ever, the stipulation of relevant background knowledge for typ
situations always takes the form of a partial list, albeit one offe
as if the author could complete the list, given the requisite tim
space:

If one intends to buy bread, for instance, the knowledge of
which bakers are open and which are shut on that day of the
week will enter into the generation of one’s plan of action in
a definite way; one’s knowledge of local topography (and
perhaps of map-reading) will guide one’s locomotion to the
selected shop; one’s knowledge of linguistic grammar and of
the reciprocal roles of shopkeeper and customer will be
needed to generate that part of the action-plan concerned
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well as the phenomenology of experience, suggest that there is
eason to question the view that background assumptions are part
f the actor’s mental state prior to action:

This image of communication is challenged, however, by the
sults of an exercise assigned by Garfinkel to his students (197
Garfinkel’s aim was to press the common-sense notion that bac
ground knowledge is a body of things thought but unsaid,
stands behind behavior and makes it intelligible. The request
that the students provide a complete description of what was ¢
municated, in one particular conversation, as a matter of the parti
pants’ shared knowledge. Students were asked to report a si:r_:r\pl
conversation by writing on the left hand side of a piece of ps
what was said, and on the right hand side what it was that the
their partners actually understood was being talked about. Gar.
el reports that when he made the assignment:

AsIdash out the door of my office, for example, I do not con-
-sciously entertain the belief that the floor continues on the
- other side, but if you stop me and ask me whether, when I
‘charged confidently through the door, I believed that the
floor continued on the other side, I would have to respond
hat indeed, I did. (Dreyfus 1982, p. 25)

background assumption, in other words, is generated by the ac-
ty of accounting for an action when the premise of the action is
d into question. But there is no particular reason to believe that
ssumption actually characterizes the actor’s mental state prior
e act. In this respect, the “taken for granted” denotes not a
tal state but something outside of our heads that, precisely
use it is non-problematically there, we do not need to think
ut. By the same token, in whatever ways we do find action to be
yblematical, the world is there to be consulted should we choose
$0. Similarly, we can assume the intelligibility of our actions,
long as the others with whom we interact present no evi-
of failing to understand us, we do not need to explain our-
yet the grounds and significance of our actions can be
ted endlessly. The situation of action is thus an inexhaust-
ch resource, and the enormous problems of specification that
in cognitive science’s theorizing about intelligible action have
do with action than with the project of substituting definite
res for vague plans, and representations of the situation of
or action’s actual circumstances.
haracterize purposeful action as in accord with plans and
ust to say again that it is purposeful and that somehow, in a
addressed by the characterization itself, we constrain and
ctions according to the significance that we assign to a
I context. How we do that is the outstanding problem.
and goals do not provide the solution for that problem, they

many students asked how much [ wanted them to write. As;
progressively imposed accuracy, clarity, and distinctness
the task became increasingly laborious. Finally, when
required that they assume I would know what they h
actually talked about only from reading literally what the
wrote literally, they gave up with the complaint that the t
was impossible. (p. 317)

The students’ dilemma was not simply that they were being
to write “everything” that was said, where that consisted ol
bounded, albeit vast, content. It was rather that the task o
merating what was talked about itself extended what wa

about, providing a continually receding horizon of understa .
to be accounted for. The assignment, it turned out, was not
scribe some existing content, but to generate it. As such, it wi
endless task. The students’ failure suggests not that they g
too soon, but that what they were assigned to do was not w.

shared understanding. ety

While the notion of “background assumptions” connotes
actual collection of things that are there in the mind of the spe
a body of knowledge that motivates a particular action or 1
expression, and makes it interpretable - Garfinkel's exert

46 47




Plans

simply re-state it. The dependency of significance on a parti
context, every particular context’s open-endedness, and the ess
tial ad hocness of contextual elaboration are resources for pract
affairs, but perplexities for a science of human action. And, to
ticipate the analysis in chapter 7, it is an intractable problem for
jects that rest on providing in advance for the significance
canonical descriptions - such as instructions - for situated acti

4 Situated actions

This total process [of Trukese navigation] goes forward
" without reference to any explicit principles and i
~ without any planning, unless the intention to proceed :
* to a particular island can be considered a plan. Itis non-
verbal and does not follow a coherent set of logical
“-steps. As such it does not represent what we tend to
“value in our culture as “intelligent”” behavior.

(Gladwin 1964, p. 175)

“chapter turns to recent efforts within anthropology and soci-
gy to challenge traditional assumptions regarding purposeful
ion and shared understanding. A point of departure for the chal-
\ge is the idea that common-sense notions of planning are not in-
equate versions of scientific models of action, but rather are
urces for people’s practical deliberations about action. As pro-
ve and retrospective accounts of action, plans are themselves
ted in the larger context of some ongoing practical activity. As
mon-sense notions about the structure of that activity, plans
part of the subject matter to be investigated in a study of pur-
ful action, not something to be improved upon, or transformed
axiomatic theories of action.

he premise that practical reasoning about action is properly part
f the subject matter of social studies is due to the emergence of a
ranch of sociology named ethnomethodology. This chapter describes
inversion of traditional social theory recommended by ethno-
dology, and the implications of that inversion for the prob-
of purposeful action and shared understanding. To designate
alternative that ethnomethodology suggests - more a
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reformulation of the problem of purposeful action, and a resear
programme, than an accomplished theory — I have introduced t
term situated action. That term underscores the view that eve
course of action depends in essential ways upon its material an
social circumstances. Rather than attempting to abstract acti
away from its circumstances and represent it as a rational plan,
approach is to study how people use their circumstances to achi
intelligent action. Rather than build a theory of action out
theory of plans, the aim is to investigate how people produce
find evidence for plans in the course of situated action. More genera
rather than subsume the details of action under the study of pl
plans are subsumed by the larger problem of situated actio

The view of action that ethnomethodology recommend
neither behavioristic, in any narrow sense of that term, nor m
istic. It is not behavioristic in that it assumes that the signific
action is not reducible to uninterpreted bodily movements. N
mentalistic, however, in that the significance of action is taker
based, in ways that are fundamental rather than secondary o
phenomenal, in the physical and social world. The basic pren
twofold: first, that what traditional behavioral sciences take
cognitive phenomena have an essential relationship to a pu
available, collaboratively organized world of artifacts and ac
and secondly, that the significance of artifacts and actions, a
methods by which their significance is conveyed, have an es:
relationship to their particular, concrete circumstances.

The ethnomethodological view of purposeful action and
understanding is outlined in this chapter under five proposi
(1) plans are representations of situated actions; (2) in the ¢
situated action, representation occurs when otherwise transj
activity becomes in some way problematic; (3) the objectivit
situations of our action is achieved rather than given; (4) a
resource for achieving the objectivity of situations is lan
which stands in a generally indexical relationship to the
stances that it presupposes, produces, and describes; (5) as.
quence of the indexicality of language, mutual intelligi

chieved on each occasion of interaction with reference to situation
articulars, rather than being discharged once and for all by a stable
ody of shared meanings.

4.1 Plans are representations of action

e pragmatist philosopher and social psychologist George Her-
rt Mead (1934) has argued for a view of meaningful, directed
jon as two integrally but problematically related kinds of ac-
ity. One kind of activity is an essentially situated and ad hoc im-
ovisation — the part of us, so to speak, that actually acts. The other
d of activity is derived from the first, and includes our represen-
ons of action in the form of future plans and retrospective
counts. Plans and accounts are distinguished from action as such
the fact that, to represent our actions, we must in some way
e an object of them. Consequently, our descriptions of our
ons come always before or after the fact, in the form of imagined
‘e,ctions and recollected reconstructions.
ead’s treatment of the relation of deliberation and reflection to
on is one of the more controversial, and in some ways inco-
ent, pieces of his theory. But his premise of a disjunction be-
n our actions and our grasp of them at least raises the question
cial science of the relationship between projected or recon-
ted courses of action, and actions i situ. Most accounts of pur-
ful action have taken this relationship to be a directly causal
at least in a logical sense (see chapter 3). Given a desired out-
the actor is assumed to make a choice among alternative
ses of action, based upon the anticipated consequences of each
espect to that outcome. Accounts of actions taken, by the
oken, are just a report on the choices made. The student of
oseful action on this view need know only the predisposition
actor and the alternative courses that are available in order to
t the action’s course. The action’s course is just the playing
these antecedent factors, knowable in advance of, and stand-
a determinate relationship to, the action itself.

50 51




Gituptes el Representation and breakdown

says more about the nature of our analyses than it does a.bout p:lr
situated actions. To return to Mead’s point, rather than dlrgct si
ated action, rationality anticipates action before the fact, and recon

tructs it afterwards.

The alternative view is that plans are resources for situated
action, but do not in any strong sense determine its course. Whil
plans presuppose the embodied practices and changing circum
stances of situated action, the efficiency of plans as representations
comes precisely from the fact that they do not represent those pra
tices and circumstances in all of their concrete detail. So, fo
example, in planning to runa series of rapids in a canoe, one s ve
likely to sit for a while above the falls and plan one’s descent.!
plan might go something like “I'll get as far over to the leftas po
ible, try to make it between those two large rocks, then backferry
hard to the right to make it around that next bunch.” A great deal
deliberation, discussion, simulation, and reconstruction may :gf
into such a plan. But, however detailed, the plan stops short of t
actual business of getting your canoe through the falls. When
really comes down to the details of responding to currents an
handling a canoe, you effectively abandon the plan and fall back
whatever embodied skills are available to you. The purpose of th
plan in this case is not to get your canoe through the rapids,
rather to orient you in such a way that you can obtain the best po
ible position from which to use those embodied skills on which, ]
the final analysis, your success depends. -

Even in the case of more deliberative, less highly skilled activ
ties, we generally do not anticipate alternative courses of action
their consequences, until some course of action is already unc
way. It is frequently only on acting in a present situation that
possibilities become clear, and we often do not know ahead of ti
or at least not with any specificity, what future state we desir
bring about. Garfinkel (1967) points out that in many cases itis
after we encounter some state of affairs that we find to be desirab
that we identify that state as the goal toward which our previ
actions, in retrospect, were directed “all along” -or “after a
(p- 98)- The fact that we can always perform a post hoc analysis of si
ated action that will make it appear to have followed a rational pl

4.2 Representation and breakdown

While we can always construct rational accounts of situated action

before and after the fact, when action is proceeding smoothl)f ‘;t is
essentially transparent fo us. Gimilarly, when we use€ vx{hat Heln ;g
er terms equipment that is “ready-to-hand, the equipment "nas

tendency to ‘disappear’”:

Consider the example (used by Wittgenstein and Merlea;l—
Ponty) of the blind man’s cane. We can hjand the man tfe
cane and ask him to tell us what proper’nps it has. After heft-
ing and feeling it, he can tell us that itislight, smooth‘, ab;ut
three feet long, and s0 o1y itis present—at-hand for hlm.' pt
when the man starts to use the cane (whenhe graspsult in
that special mode of understanding that Heidegger calllfs hm;?-
nipulation”) he loses his awareness of the cane itsell; he 15‘
aware only of the curb (or whatever object the cane touc es);

or, if all is going well, he is not even aware of that. Thus itis

that equipment that is ready-to-hand is invisible just whenit

is most genuinely appropriated. (Dreyfus, in press, ch. 6)

In contrast, the synready-to-hand,” in Heidegger’p phrase, com-
quipment that is involved in some prach—
1 activity becomes unwieldy, temporarily broken, or upavaﬂable.
t such times, inspection and practical problem.-solvmg ocsur ;
ed at repairing Of eliminating the disturbance in order .to ge

in.”” In such times of disturbance, our use qf e%mpment
tly manifest as a goal—oriented activity,” and we

"y then try to formulate procedures Or rules:

rises occasions wherein e

3
(43
w
=
P
!
&
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1 This example was suggested to me by Randy Trigg, to whom Iam indebted f
insight that plans orient us for situated action in this way.

The scheme peculiar to [deliberating] is the “if-then”; if this
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The practical objectivity of situations
cial studies since early in this century. Recognizing
to be constituted crucially by others, socio-

he human environment
bgical norms comprise a set of environmental conditions beyond
e: namely, the

the material, to which human behavior is responsiv

sanctions of institutionalized group life. Human action, the argu-

ment goes, cannot be adequately explained without reference t0

ese “social facts,” which are to be treated as antecedent, external,
d coercive vis-i-vis the individual actor.

By adopting Durkheim’s maxim, and assuming the individual's
esponsiveness to received social facts, social scientists hoped t0
gain respectability under the view that human responses t0 the
\cts of the social world should be discoverable by the same methods

o studies of other organisms reacting to the

s are appropriate t
tural world. A principal 2im of normative sociology was to shift

e focus of attention in studies of human behavior from the psy-
ology of the individual to the conventions of the social group- But
the same time that normative sociology directed attention to the
ommunity or group, it maintained an image of the individual
ember rooted in behaviorist psychology and natural science —an
image that has been dubbed by Garfinkel the #cultural dope”:

By “cultural dope” 1 refer to the man-in-the-sociologist’s-
society who produces the stable features of the society by
acting in compliance with preestablished and legitimate
alternatives of action that the common culture provides.

(1967, P- 68)
ofar as the alternatives of action that the culture provides are

n to be non-problematic and constraining on the individual,

eration is taken to constitute an account of situated

ir _enum
an action. The social facts — that is to say, what actions typically
pective theoriz-

me to — are used as a point of departure for retros
about the #necessary character of the pathways whereby the

esult is assembled”’ (p- 68)-
1954, the sociologist Herbert Blumer published 2 critique of tra-

onal sociology fitled “What Is Wrong with Social Theory?” (see

S:dthtal’:, for instance, is to be produced, put to use, or ave
, then some ways and means, cir ,

i . , crcumstances, or

e : , Or Oppo
nities will be needed (Heidegger, cited in Dre ﬁf . ’
press, ch. 6) ¢

remise of SO

usi\;\oi’;hi;f k;;;dﬂiof breakdown, that arises when equipment
ar, is discussed in cha i i 4
u E pter 6 in relation t
uz:fzrft help system” and the problem of instructing the no
a machine. The important point here is j
and procedures that come i - el
a me into play when we deal wi
unready-to-hand” are not self i o
. ‘ : -contained or foundational, bu
Eitc;g;r:it on and derived from the situated action that the ;ule i
ures represent. The representations i
: ‘ ons involved in mana
Ip;;zgiecr:ss tlkr: ih; use oi equipment presuppose the very trans‘p’
at the problem renders noticeabl
ated action, in other wo i Mot
G rds, is not made explicit b
cedures. Rather, when si i D ey
! situated action becomes i e
problematic, rules and proced e
i atic, ures are explicated for
iehbera’aon ar\d‘ the action, which is otherwise neithefunl;lp:;e
or procedural, is then made accountable to them. 4

4.3 The practical objectivity of situations

ifC::: 109k at the world commonsensically, the environment of
e tns 1shlx.nad§ up of a succession of situations that we wa]k |
- an:h:v ch ;ve respond. As I noted in chapter 3, advocate '
P resi :tot e:hm?t (;Jlnly adopt this common-sense realist
o the individual actor, but atte i
: A t to brin (
action under the same acco he S
; unt by treating the actio '
cc ns of othe:
11::31 st? many more conditions of the actor’s situation. In the
SCI'ibeor;;1 t(;?r:attinve sociglogy posits, and then attempts to
’ ctive world of social facts, or recei )
| j ' , eceived no
xf/:::)h our at‘tltudes and actions are a response. Emile Dur. !
o g;’lss fxlilnadxucn th:; ’the .objective reality of social facts is
amental principle” (1938) has been the methodo,
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The practical objectivity of situations

Blumer 1969, pp. 140-52). Blumer argues that the social world
constituted by the local production of meaningful action, and tha
as such the social world has never been taken seriously by socia
scientists. Instead, Blumer says, investigations by social scienti:
have looked at meaningful action as the playing out of vario
determining factors, all antecedent and external to the action itself.
Whether those factors are brought to the occasion in the form of ir
dividual predispositions, or are present in the situation as p
existing environmental conditions or received social norms, the
action itself is treated as epiphenomenal. As a consequence

Blumer argues, we have a social science that is about meanin
human action, but not a science of it.

: isely what we
The latter is precisely oo
through language- , interaction is 2
construed by uoscial Wofld and, on Mead’s a.ccoumt,dl.r’:i on for inten-
. - ﬂf‘er sthal’c world, while that world is a cOT¥ 1
condition 10 4

7

. 4
4 with more profound theoret;cai ha;ﬁin x:;t:gd_
i dpoint of €

i s. Briefly, the stan . Ehaa
o ;o?sjvcl{;etn:rzdiﬁonal sociology c:apt\‘;;:esk 1s1 gg;acs;a r}f,'lnkel
e . i cial world (see acks ; Ge
‘ —conse view of the sO s
co?mo?lc;e(r;rﬁnkel and Sacks 1970)- Following
1967; @

is common-
. imply taken this CO

;2] studies have sump ) jence of the
b goe? Srcx):lnaational and attempted t0 build a scienc
ou #

. s 11 heOﬂeS, under
" it. Social scientific t
R improving wpon It DF=" -7 they remedy
. SO-Clal WOﬂdt bzre cgnsidered to be s¢ en.tlﬁc mso.fatruiilt's_1 onsyof very-
ilsiﬁemm? é,s in, and preferably quantify, the it
ortco ‘

- prafies: somleg e rfla?o;’ngants common-sense sociologi-
: omethodolo
In contrast, ethn

fec-
: tus than that of ade
cal reasoning fundamentally different sta i Puail

.cientific theory-
4 roximation of an adequate .saenhﬁcu onrythe all things
t‘;v? aI:’I:sources for social science t0 unprovese Ir)eas’o ning are to be

emg o § common-sen
o r ifications O : ct in response to
‘being equal-a;‘zgencels topic. The notion that we 2 P
taken as sOCI

jon that
. : 4 by the assumphion

He reversed the traditional an objectively give%n socC al.""osﬂilj(;:f 13:: wo};ld publicly available
assumptions underlying philosophical, psychological, and our everyday social practice

sociological thought to the effect that human beings possess

minds and consciousness as original “givens,” that they live

. titute ethno-
; 3 ractices that CONSTLEE - ,
lligible. It1s those p logists, in
Th meth%)ldology of interest t0 ethnomethodologt
methods. €
in worlds of pre-existing and self-constituted objects, and
that group life consists of the association of such reacting

n, but that deployed by members of the
human organisms. (ibid., p. 61)

ense view as
For the foundations of a science of action, Blumer turns to Mea
who offers a metaphysics of action that is deeply sociological
Blumer points out that a central contribution of Mead’s work is hi
challenge to traditional assumptions regarding the origins of th
common-sense world, and of purposeful action: .

His treatment took the form of showing that human group
life was the essential condition for the emergence of con-
sciousness, the mind, a world of objects, human beings as

organisms possessing selves, and human conduct in the
form of constructed acts.

i is not their oW everyday
other wgrds, is n; to know, and making sense out of, the every
society in comumt

ction. . . ore, is not
world of talk am'i . uestion for social science, theref th;t objec-
The outstancing (;re objectively grounded, but now

S

. : s tem-
L S(Zi?:‘;fizc:ccomplished. Objectivity 15 @ product of sy
tive groun

ijng our unique
i members’ methods for rendering
atic practices, OF

intelligible. The
. mutually intellig)
_experience and relative circumstances cheme,

: tual s
5 - tiew 36 ot @ eceived cONCep

' 1 intelligibility 18 TV

source of mutua

Mead’s “reversal,” in putting human interaction before the o
jectivity of the common-sense world, should not be read as an argu-
ment for metaphysical idealism; Mead does not deny the existenc: 5’
of constraints in the environment in which we act. What Mead
working toward is not a characterization of the natural world simpl
citer, but of the natural world under interpretation, or the world
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or a set of coercive rules or
norms, but those co i
; Sl ” mmon practices
¥;oe ;ZI: tl;e tyPlﬁcanc?ns of which schemes and rulleDs are mat;.lat
The task to tsli)c.lal studies, then, is to describe the practices, not to
e their product in the form ’ ‘
- of a catalo
e ] gue of comm
s tes bieileftsi1 about the s'oc.lal world. The interest of ethnomethod‘.)o
i oi,' 9 .er words, is in how it is that the mutual intelligibili
and o ]te;tlwty .of the social world is achieved. Ethnomethocgllolo .
jocat 0s Im;t achievement in our everyday situated actions, such thgy”
our interac(:in serblse 'of the social world is not the precor;diﬁon for
e SOda?rfla,ct:F its ir;:iu;:ut. By the same token, the objective re-";
is not the fundamental principl i
- - 7 e o : ‘
but social studies’ fundamental phenomeno;; Heoteocklsil

4-4 The indexicality of language

tCI)II;resflgiacli':i Cl;n;lfe;:';andmg ?f situations is due in great measure t
B inie e 5 )gl};ge, 'tk}e typifying medium par excellence
- O,n P .h 4 d e efﬁqency of language is due to the fa
inat, on fhe one ar}’:i , expressions have assigned to them conve‘
fona! meat ﬁn . w .ch hold or} any occasion of their use. The sig
pilicance ofa I gu.lshc exPress1_on on some actual occasion, on th‘é:‘
el in,djcatu:i 1;5 relationship to circumstances that are presu ’A
52 Pl :taky, I?ut r.10t .a.ctually captured in, the expressio
g ogrtil Sg ° es 1t's 51.gmﬁcance from the embedding world,
;e , even while it transforms the world into somethin: ’
Exparn bfa thou}%ht of and talked about.
essions that rely upon their situation for signi ]

o : ' T si cance
comr ortl;); ceaileii zlrldeszal, a_fter the “indexes” of (%Il:ziiles Pei:c:e’
prono,u g tensep :nrﬁ mde>‘<1_cals. being first- and second-perso
prenowne, “nov:’ ane s}?emﬁ.c time and place adverbs such a
il recognized._ ; t e strict segse exemplified by these com:
e e s mem 'ex1cal expressions, the distinction of conven
e o aning, and situated significance, breaks do
e K HEG8 SXpIRESIONS e distinguished by the fact tha
r a semantic theory based on this view of language, see Barwise and Perry 1985
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The indexicality of language

while one can state procedures for finding the expression’s signifi-
cance, or rules forits use, the expression’s meaning can be specified
only as the use of those procedures in some actual circumstances
(see Bates 1976, ch. 1).

Heritage (1934) offers as an example the indexical expression
“hat's a nice one” (p- 143). There s, first of all, the obvious fact that

this expression will have quite a different significance when uttered

by a visitor with reference to 2 photograph in her host’s photo

pper to another in front of the lettuce binat the

album, or by one sho
grocery store. But while linguists and logicians would commonly

rent of “that’s” as the problematic element in

recognize the refe
such cases, Heritage points out that the significance of the descrip-

tor “nice” is equally sO. So, in the first case, “nice” will refer to some
properties of the photograph, while different properties will be in-

tended in the case of the lettuce. Moreover, in either case which-

intended is not available from the utterance,

d by the hearer through an active search of

both the details of the referent, and the larger context of the remark.

So “nice’” in the first instance might be a comment on the compo-
sition of the photograph, or on the appearance of the host, or on
some indefinite range of other properties of the photo in question.
What is more, visitor and host will never establish in just so many
words precisely what it is that the visitor intends and the host
understands. Their interpretations of the term will remain partially
unarticulated, located in their unique relationship to the photo-
_ graph and the context of the remark. Yet the shared understanding
_ that they do achieve will be perfectly adequate for purposes of their

' interaction. Itis in this sense— that is, that expression and interpret-

ation involve an active process of pointing to and searching the situ-

ation of talk — that language is a form of situated action.

Among philosophers and linguists, the term “indexicality”” typi-
cally is used to distinguish those casses of expressions whose
meaning is conditional on the situation of their use in this way from
those such as, for example, definite noun phrases whose meaning
s claimed to be specifiable in objective, Or context-independent

ever sense of “‘nice”’ 1S
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The indexicality of language

terms. But the communicative significance of a linguistic expression
is always dependent upon the circumstances of its use. A formal
statement not of what the language means in relation to any con-
text, but of what the language-user means in relation to some par-
ticular context, requires a description of the context or situation of
the utterance itself. And every utterance’s situation comprises an
indefinite range of possibly relevant features. Our practical sol-
ution to this theoretical problem is not to enumerate some subset of
the relevant circumstances — we generally never mention our air
cumstances as such at all — but to “wave our hand” at the situation,
as if we always included in our utterance an implicit ceteris paribus
clause, and closed with an implicit et cetera clause. One conse-
quence of this practice is that we always “mean more than we can
say in just so many words”: '

ophers have been preoccupied with this fact :flt?out language as 2
matter of the truth conditionality of proposiions, the prqblem
being that the truth conditions of an assertion are always relative to
a background, and the background does not form part of the
semantic content of the sentence as such (Searle 1979)- And the
same problems that have plagued philosophers of 1apguag? as a
matter of principle are now practical problems for cognitive science.
As I pointed out in chapter 3, the view that mutual intelligibility
rests on a stock of shared knowledge has been taken over py resear-
chers in cognitive science, in the hope that an.enumerahon _of the
knowledge assumed by particular words or actions could be imple-
mented as data structures in the machine, which woul.d then
sunderstand”’ those words and actions. Actual attempts to mdud.e
 the background assumptions of a statement as par? of 1ts. semantic
content, however, run up against the fact that there is no fixed set of
assumptions that underlies a given statement. As a consequence,
the elaboration of packground assumptions is ﬁm(‘iame‘ntally. ad. hoc
and arbitrary, and each elaboration of assumptions m'pnnaple
introduces further assumptions to be elaborated, ad }nﬁn-ltum. -
The problem of communicating instructions for action, in particu-
Jar certain of its seemingly intractable difficulties, bec_o'mes F.learf:r
. with this view of language in mind. The relation of efficient h{\gms—
e formulations to particular situations parallels th.e rela}txon of
instructions to situated action. As linguistic expressions, instruc-
tions are subject to the constraint that:

[Slpeakers can ... do the immense work that they do with
natural language, even though over the course of their talk it
is not known and is never, not even “in the end,” available
for saying in so many words just what they are talking about.
Emphatically, that does not mean that speakers do not know
what they are talking about, but instead that they know what

they are talking about in that way. (Garfinkel and Sacks 1970,
pp- 342—4, original emphasis)

In this sense deictic expressions, time and place adverbs, and pr
nouns are just particularly clear illustrations of the general fact the
all situated language, including the most abstract or eternal, stand
in an essentially indexical relationship to the embedding world.

Because the significance of an expression always exceeds th
meaning of what actually gets said, the interpretation of an e
pression turns not only on its conventional or definitional meanin;
nor on that plus some body of presuppositions, but on the
spoken situation of its use. Our situated use of language, an
consequently language’s significance, presupposes and implies
horizon of things that are never actually mentioned — what Schul
referred to as the “world taken for granted” (1962, p. 74)- Philo

However extensive or explicit what a speaker says may be, it
does not by its extensiveness or explicitness pose 2 task of
deciding the correspondence between what he says a.nd
~ what he means that is resolved by citing his talk verbatim.

(Garfinkel and Sacks 1970, PP- 342—4)

This indexicality of instructions means that an instrflction’ s signifi-
.nce with respect to action does not inhere in the instruction, Put
ust be found by the instruction follower with reference to the situ-
ation of its use. Far from replacing the ad hoc methods used to
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In positing the reflexivity of purposeful action and the methods
by which we convey and construe action’s purposes, ethnometh-
odology does not intend to reduce meaningful action to method.
The intent is rather to identify the mutual intelligibility of action as
the problem for sociology. To account for the foundations of mutual
intelligibility and social order, traditional social science posits a
system of known-in-common social conventions or behavioral
norms. What we share, on this view, is agreement on the appro-
priate relation of actions to situations. We walk into a situation,
identify its features, and match our actions to it. This implies that,
on any given occasion, the concrete situation must be recognizable
as an instance of a class of typical situations, and the behavior of the
actor must be recognizable as an instance of a class of appropriate
actions. And with respect to communication, as Wilson (1970)

_points out:

estal?hsh the significance of everyday talk and action, therefore,
the interpretation of instructions is thoroughly reliant on those
same methods:

To treat instructions as though ad hoc features in their use
was a nuisance, or to treat their presence as grounds for
complaining about the incompleteness of instructions, is very
much like complaining that if the walls of a building were '
gotten out of the way, one could see better what was keeping :
the roof up. (Garfinkel 1967, p. 22)

. Lilfe all action descriptions, instructions necessarily rely upon an
un'phcit et cetera clause in order to be called complete. The project
of m#ruction—writing isill conceived, therefore, if its goal is the pro—i
c%uctlon of exhaustive action descriptions that can guarantee a p-ar.-r
f:lcular interpretation. What “keeps the roof up” in the case of
%nstructions for action is not only the instructions as such, but the j
mjterpretation in use. And the latter has all of the ad hoc and uncer-
tain properties that characterize every occasion of the situated us
of language.

the different participants must define situations and actions
in essentially the same way, since otherwise rules could not
operate to produce coherent interaction over time. Within
the normative paradigm, this cognitive agreement is pro-
vided by the assumption that the actors share a system of
 culturally established symbols and meanings. Disparate

definitions of situations and actions do occur, of course, but

these are handled as conflicting subcultural traditions or
idiosyncratic deviations from the culturally established cog-

nitive consensus. (p- 699)

n contrast with this normative paradigm, Garfinkel proposes that
e stability of the social world is not the consequence of a “cogni-
consensus,”’ Or stable body of shared meanings, but of our tacit
of the documentary method of interpretation to find the
herence of situations and actions. As 2 general process, the docu-
mentary method describes a search for uniformities that underlie
que appearances. Applied to the social world, it describes the
ocess whereby actions are taken as evidence, OT “documents,” of
nderlying plans or intent, which in turn £l1 in the sense of the

4.5 The mutual intelligibility of action

By “index,” Peirce meant not only that the sign relies for its signifi:
cance on the event or object that it indicates, but also that the sign
actually a constituent of the referent. So situated language mor
genelﬁrally is not only anchored in, but in large measure constitute
the' situation of its use. Ethnomethodology generalizes this const
tutive function of language still further to action, in the proposiﬁé
that the purposefulness of action is recognizable in virtue of

methodic, skillful, and therefore taken-for-granted practi
whereby we establish the rational properties of actions in a parti
Jar context. It is those practices that provide for the “analyzabilit
éctions—in-context given that not only does no concept of cont
in-general exist, but every use of “‘context’ without exception is i
essentially indexical” (Garfinkel 1967, p. 10).

62 63




Situated actions

actions (1967, ch. 3). The documentary method describes an ability
— the ascription of intent on the basis of evidence, and the interpret-
ation of evidence on the basis of ascribed intent — that is as identify-
ing of rationality as the ability to act rationally itself. At the same
time, the documentary method is not reducible to the application of
any necessary and sufficient conditions, either behavioral or con-

textual, for the identification of intent. There are no logical for-
mulae for recognizing the intent of some behavior independent of

context, and there are no recognition algorithms for joining contex-
tual particulars to behavioral descriptions so that forms of intent

can be precisely defined over a set of necessary and sufficient obser-

vational data (see Coulter 1983, pp. 162-3).

Given the lack of universal rules for the interpretation of action,
the programme of ethnomethodology is to investigate and describe
the use of the documentary method in particular situations. Studies
indicate, on the one hand, the generality of the method and, on the
other, the extent to which special constraints on its use characterize
specialized domains of practical activity, such as natural science,
courts of law, and the practice of medicine.? In a contrived situation
that, though designed independently and not with them in mind,
closely parallels both the “Turing test” and encounters with Wei-
zenbaum'’s ELIZA programs, Garfinkel set out to test the documen-
tary method in the context of counseling. Students were asked to

direct questions concerning their personal problems to someone

they knew to be a student counselor, seated in another room. They
were restricted to questions that could take yes/no answers, and th
answers were then given by the counselor on a random basis. For
the students, the counselor’s answers were motivated by the
questions. That is to say, by taking each answer as evidence f

3 For example, the work of coroners at the Los Angeles Suicide Prevention Center
(Garfinkel 1967, pp. 11-18), the deliberations of juries (ibid., ch. 4) and courtroom
practices of attorneys (Atkinson and Drew 1979), the work of clinic staff in selecting
patients for out-patient psychiatric treatment (Garfinkel 1967, ch. 7), the work ¢
physicians interviewing patients for purposes of diagnosis (Beckman and Frankel
1983), the work of scientists discovering an optical pulsar (Garfinkel, Lynch, and
Livingston 1981).
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what the counselor “had in mind,” the students were able to find a
deliberate pattern in the exchange that explicated the s'igniﬁca'nce
and relevance of each new response as an answer to their queshqn.
Specifically, the yes/no utterances were found to document adv1<ie
from the counselor, intended to help in the solution of the student’s
problem. So, for example, students assigned to the counselor, as
the advice “behind” the answer, the thought formulated in
the student’s question:

when a subject asked “Should I come to school‘ every nig}}t
after supper to do my studying?”’ and the expenmen.ter ,S,ald
My answer is no,” the subject in his comments said, “He
said I shouldn’t come to school and study.” (Garfinkel 1967,

P- 92)-
In cases where an answer seemed directly to contradict what had

come before, students either attributed the apparent contradiction
to a change of mind on the part of the counselor, as the result of

| having learned more between the two replies, or to some agenda

on the part of the counselor that lent the reply a deeper significance
than its first, apparently inconsistent, interpretation would sug-
gest. In other cases, the interpretation of previous an§wers was
revised in light of the current one, -Of an interpretation of.the
question was found, and attributed to the counselor, that ratxlon—
alized what would otherwise appear to be an inappropriate

answer. Generally:

" The underlying pattern was elaborated and compounded
~ over the series of exchanges and was accommodated to faach
present #answer” so as to maintain the “course of advice,”
to elaborate what had “really been advised” previously, and
to motivate the new possibilities as emerging features of the

problem. (p- 90)

Garfinkel’s results with arbitrary responses make the success of
Weizenbaum’s DOCTOR programi easier to understand,_and lend
,pport to Weizenbaum’s hypothesis that the intelligence of
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interactions with the DOCTOR program is due to the work of the
human participant — specifically, to methods for interpreting the
system’s behavior as evidence for some underlying intent. The
larger implications of the documentary method, however, touch on
the status of an “underlying” reality of psychological and social
facts in human interaction, prior to situated action and interpret-
ation:

It is not unusual for professional sociologists to think of their
... procedures as processes of “seeing through”
appearances to an underlying reality; of brushing past actual
appearances to “grasp the .invariant.” Where our subjects
are concerned, their processes are not appropriately im-
agined as “‘seeing through,” but consist instead of coming t0
terms with a situation in which factual knowledge of social
structures — factual in the sense of warranted grounds of fur-
ther inferences and actions — must be assembled and made
available for potential use despite the fact that the situations
it purports to describe are, in any calculable sense, un-
known; in their actual and intended logical structures are €s-
sentially vague; and are modified, elaborated, extended, if
not indeed created, by the fact and matter of being
addressed. (Garfinkel 1967, p- 96)

The stability of the social world, from this standpoint, is not due
to an eternal structure, but to situated actions that create and

sustain shared understanding on specific occasions of interaction
Social constraints on appropriate action are always identified re
tive to some unique and unreproducible set of circumstances. Mem:

bers of the society are treated as being at Jeast potentially aware of
the concrete detail of their circumstances, and their actions are

interpreted in that light. Rather than actions being determined |
rules, actors effectively use the normative rules of conduct that ar
available to produce significant actions. So, for example, there:
normative rule for greetings which runs to the effect: do not initia
greetings except with persons who are acquaintances. If we witne
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a person greeting another who we know is not an acquaintance, we
can either conclude that the greeter broke the rule, or we can infer
that, via the use of the rule, he or she was seeking to treat the other
as an acquaintance (Heritage 1984, P- 126). Such rules are not
taught or encoded, but are Jearned tacitly through typification over
families of similar situations and actions.

Despite the availability of such typifications, no action can fully
provide for its own interpretation in any given instance. Instead,
every instance of meaningful action must be accounted for separ-
ately, with respect to specific, local, contingent determinants of
significance. The recommendation for social studies, as a conse-
quence, is that instead of looking for a structure that is invariant
across situations, we look for the processes whereby particular,

_uniquely constituted circumstances are systematically interpreted

so as to render meaning shared and action accountably rational.
Structure, on this view, is an emergent product of situated action,
rather than its foundation. Insofar as the project of ethnomethod-
ology is to redirect social science from its traditional preoccupation

‘with abstract structures to an interest in situated actions, and the

cognitive sciences share in that same tradition, the ethnomethod-
ological project has implications for cognitive science as well.
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