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Overview 
 

Nothing is more taken-for-granted than everyday life: dinner-table conversations, work activities, 

shopping, classroom discussions, walking in the city, posting on Facebook. And yet each 

situation is a complex production of its members’ talk, movement, thought, and relationships. As 

an exploration of the practice of interdisciplinary social inquiry, this course will give students 

theoretical and analytical tools for unpacking these common encounters, for understanding how 

people manage to construct situations that they can interpret and participate in appropriately and 

competently, and for examining ways in which they are affected by, react to and resist larger 

social forces. We will analyze talk and non-verbal behavior as they shape activities and 

relationships; we will look at the way practical intelligence operates in different situations; we 

will track cultural differences in everyday behavior. We will examine the ways in which larger 

social structures and processes – race and ethnicity, class and religion, gender and gender 

orientation, and so on – are produced, performed and changed in the course of everyday life, as 

well as the ways they shape people’s actions and thoughts. Along the way, we will tackle such 

issues as human agency vs. structural determinism; the processes of social change; the 

construction of identity and self; and perhaps literary and media representations of the quotidian. 

And throughout our work, we will examine and compare different methodological approaches to 

the study of social life: (very) broadly speaking, positivism, interpretivism, and postmodernism. 

 

Much of the academic inquiry that goes under the title of social science makes claims about very 

broad-scale phenomena and problems: society, culture, institutions, community, and so on.  This 

course bores down into such concepts to see how they are manifested and realized at the level of 

experience, the realm we enter when we wake up in the morning and put our feet on the floor.  

We will do that by working through several phases of investigation: 

 

After an introductory session laying out an overview of the problems we will address in the 

course, Part One of the semester will identify some of the core concepts students of everyday 

life focus on. First, we’ll look at some of the channels through which people communicate with 



each other. One of the core features of face-to-face interaction, of course, is talk; we will learn 

about the dimensions of talk and some of the methods sociolinguists use to study them.  Another 

feature is non-verbal communication: the use of body movement, space, and time to share 

messages (kinesics, proxemics, chronemics). Then we will explore the ways in which knowledge 

is defined, distributed and used in real settings, and look at the concepts of situated cognition, 

practical intelligence, and situated learning. Finally, we will examine the use and meaning of 

material objects and space in culture and everyday life, tapping fashion, consumption, and the 

meaning(s) of space and place. Throughout these discussions and the units that follow, we will 

explore key ideas in the study of everyday life, such as: situation and context, negotiation, power, 

structure and agency, social practice, and subject and self. In addition, we will occasionally 

discuss some of the ways scholars of everyday life bridge the gap between the micro and the 

macro, the way they connect situated activity to social theory. 

 

In Part Two of the semester, we will investigate a variety of settings: domains of social life 

where people ‘do’ their lives together.  We will look at such arenas as the private sphere, 

primarily home, family, and personal leisure; public encounters, where people negotiate their 

interactions in such scenes as the street, the movie theater, and the Internet; and finally, such 

formal organizations as work, school, and religious institution.  Finally, in Part Three, we will 

investigate the performance of several kinds of social identity – race and ethnicity, gender and 

sexual orientation, social class – exploring how they are realized in behavior, material objects, 

and symbolic interaction. 

 

A word on theory: Part of the purpose of the course is to acquaint students with broad conceptual 

approaches to the study of social life, with what might be called schools of thought, distinguished 

by their varied conceptions of what is real (ontology), what can be known (epistemology), and 

how to investigate phenomena (methodology). There are a number of well-known theoretical 

systems related to everyday life, falling into nebulous (and contested) categories from positivism 

to interpretivism to postmodernism. We will discuss these general systems at various times as we 

proceed through the several units; the frequency and depth will depend on students’ interests and 

preferences. In the past 25 years, everyday life has become a popular domain of postmodern and 

critical theory; in fact, a number of French and German philosophers and historians specialize in 

this topic (Michel de Certeau, Henri Lefebvre, Alfred Schutz, etc.).  We may or may not be 

engaging these theories much; that depends on the class’s reaction to some examples. 

 

Goals and objectives 
 

By the end of the course, you should have learned about such things as the following: 

 

· major theories about the phenomenon of everyday life, and some specific concepts and 

ideas related to its study (e.g., situation, practical intelligence, performativity); 

· some distinctions among general systems of social inquiry, such as positivism, 

interpretivism, and postmodernism; 

· some of the features of interdisciplinary investigations of the social world; 

· some of the tools of such investigations (e.g., surveys, participant-observation, and 

discourse analysis); 



· how these ideas and methods might (or might not) be useful in your own studies and 

professional work; 

· the features of the Gallatin MA Program, including ways of choosing courses, 

formulating a thesis strategy, and using the resources of the school and students. 

 

Process 
 

This course will be highly participatory.  Much of the specific work we do will emerge from the 

particular concerns of the members of the class. My strategy will be to prime the proverbial pump 

with some readings, and then to call on students for interpretations and analyses of the issues, 

scenes and identities that matter to them most. Since every student has a vast experience with the 

core phenomenon we will be studying – everyday life – we will count on input from everyone: 

examples of things that have happened to them, things they have done or witnessed, things they 

have read about or seen on TV or in movies.  That is, much of the content of the class 

discussions will come from you; the analytical tools and concepts will be generated by the 

readings and mini-lectures, but they will achieve meaning only when we use them to think about 

actual interactions. 

 

An important part of the class discussions will take place on the Classes site.  You will 

contribute observations and analyses of various interactions through the Forum on that site.  

Classes will also be used for other purposes, outlined below. 

 

Finally, in order to enrich the class discussions about analytical tools, scenes and identities, you 

will be encouraged to locate sources that help to illustrate and flesh out the ideas we explore: not 

only academic writings not named on the syllabus, but clips from movies or TV shows, videos 

you have made yourself or have found online, novels or short stories, and so on. 

 

Assignments: essays and presentations 
 

Students in the class will write three essays during the semester, one for each part of the course, 

as well as a number of response papers in preparation for some of the sessions. Each paper will 

give you an opportunity to analyze specific experiences you have had, witnessed, read about or 

seen in the media by drawing on the ideas we have been reading and discussing in the class.  

 

Two of the papers will be relatively short (8-10 pages); one will be longer (15-20 pages), and will 

be the basis for a presentation that you will do in one of the class sessions. You will choose the 

presentation/long-paper session at our second class meeting. The due dates of the three papers are 

as follows: 

 

· For Part 1: Concepts 

· Short papers: Wednesday, February 26, 5 pm 

· Long papers: Saturday, March 1, 12 noon 

· For Part 2: Settings 

· Short papers: Wednesday, April 2, 5 pm 

· Long papers: Saturday, April 5, 12 noon 



· For Part 3: Identities 

· Short papers: Wednesday, April 30, 5 pm 

· Long papers: Saturday, May 3, 12 noon 

 

NB: You will submit the papers via email to david.moore@nyu.edu. Please send them in Word 

format, double-spaced, using an appropriate stylebook (e.g., APA). Give the file a name in this 

format: [Paper#][Lastname][Firstinitial]; for instance, my paper for the second assignment would 

be as follows: 2MooreD. During the second class, we will devise a rubric for the evaluation of 

the papers and of the presentations, so you know what criteria will be applied. 

 

Around 8-10 times during the semester, you will post a response paper on the Classes site, 

exploring issues raised in the readings or activities for the week. These short (250-400 word) 

essays will inform the discussion the following night, and will alert class members to varied ways 

of thinking about the topics and problems under consideration. So everyone can read these short 

items, they will be posted by 3 pm on the day before the related class session (that is, for 

example, on Tuesday, February 4, for the discussion on Wednesday, February 5). The posts will 

not be individually graded, but their presence and punctuality will be part of the overall grade. 

 

Finally, each student will do a presentation during one of the unit-ending sessions. The length 

will depend on the enrollment in the class, but the substance will reflect an in-depth reflection on 

some concept, phenomenon, or problem related to the theme of that unit. You will receive a 

hand-out describing the details of the papers and presentations early in the term. 

 

Expectations and standards 
 

Students in this class will be expected to honor several principles that will make our work 

together more satisfying and productive; your performance on these various dimensions will 

contribute to your final grade: 

 

· Attend class regularly and punctually.  Please be ready to start at 6:20, and to stay until 

8:40; do not disrespect your classmates by arriving late and disrupting the conversation.  

Please let me know in advance if you are ill or have a serious family emergency and 

cannot attend a session; please do not schedule medical, professional, or other 

appointments during class time. 

 

· Do the reading and writing assignments on time, certainly by the time the response 

papers are posted.  Participation will be very difficult – and largely useless – unless you 

have completed the work and thought about it.  

· Policy on lateness: Papers will not be accepted after the deadline (unless you have 

gotten prior permission on the grounds of illness or a personal emergency). 

· On the other hand, you have the option of resubmitting a revised paper no later 

than one week before the next paper is due; the second grade will count. 

 

· Participate actively in class activities – discussions (both in-class and online), small 

groups, etc.  We need the input of everyone in the class to make this a rich experience.  



During discussions, show respect for your classmates: disagree and debate, but don’t 

attack; contribute, but don’t dominate.  Make suggestions for process and content; give 

feedback at appropriate times.  Participate effectively in group activities: do your share 

of the work, support other members. 

 

Grades will be based on the various aspects of students’ work in the course.  The weight of each 

factor may vary somewhat depending on the student’s focus and style: 

 

· Participation: regular and punctual attendance; participation in class discussions and 

Classes conversations (ca. 25%); 

· Papers: response papers (ca. 10% total); short papers (2 @ ca. 15 % each); long (ca. 

25%); 

· Presentation: leading a class discussion about your own work as it relates to concepts, 

issues, and theories raised in class (ca. 10%) 

 

The criteria for the grades will focus on the student’s effort and ability to go beyond the basic 

expectations of doing and understanding the assigned work:   

 

· The student who earns an A will not only come regularly (that is, miss no classes without 

a legitimate excuse) and participate actively (both in class and on Classes), but will 

demonstrate a solid critical understanding of the ideas, problems and theories discussed 

in class and in the readings; she will also contribute additional ideas based on other 

readings and on empirical work in one or more social settings – that is, she will do 

independent work to flesh out and extend the common assignments, showing insight, 

creativity and extra effort;   

· The student who earns a B will show a solid grasp of the materials and ideas, but not 

make an original contribution; she will also participate regularly and effectively in 

discussions; 

· The student who participates inadequately (misses classes, doesn’t take part in the online 

discussions, etc.) and who displays a shaky understanding of the basic themes and ideas 

of the course will receive a C or below. 

 

Classes 
 

In this course, we will use Classes, an online site that will do several things: 

 

· provide a place for you to post and read response papers 

· serve as a vehicle for asynchronous discussions of class issues and ideas; 

· offer updated versions of the syllabus, as well as announcements; 

· provide access to online versions of some of the readings (through .pdf  files and 

through links to external sites); 

 

If you are registered for the course, it will appear in a list on the Academics page that you access 

through NYUHome.  Be sure to check the Classes site regularly – at least before every class – so 

you can post and read reactions and questions, get access to resources, and find out about 



changes in the syllabus. 



Schedule 
 

NB: This schedule is tentative, and may be changed depending on the issues class members 

identify as important to them. 

 
 
Session/Date 

 
Theme 

 
Assignments/Activities 

 
1.  Jan 29 

 
Introduction 

 
 

 
2.  Feb 5 

 
Concepts 1: Channels of 

communication (talk, non-verbal 

behavior; sociolinguistics, 

proxemics, kinesics) 

 
*Karp, Sociology in everyday life, 

Part 1 (1-89) 

*Erickson, Talk and social theory, 

Chap. 1 (3-21) 

*Saville-Troike, The ethnography of 

communication, Ch. 2 (10-40) 

*Hall, “A system for the notation of 

proxemic behavior.” (1103-1026) 
 
3.  Feb 12 

 
Concepts 2: Situated knowledge 

(intelligence, learning; emotions) 

 

 
*Rogoff and Lave, Everyday 

cognition: Rogoff, Intro; Lave, Ch. 

3 

*Lave+Wenger, Situated learning 

(29-72) 

*Scribner, “Thinking in action,” in 

Sternberg+Wagner (13-30) 

*Moore, “Learning at work” 

(166-184) 

*Hochschild, “Emotion work” 

(551-573) 
 
4.  Feb 19 

 
Concepts 3: Material culture 

(fashion, consumption, space/place) 

 

 
*Paterson, Consumption and 

everyday life, Intro, Chs. 1+2 (1-57) 

*Willis, Common culture, Ch. 4 

(84-98) 

*Norman, Psychology of everyday 

things, Ch. 1 (1-33) 

*Tuan, Space and place, Chs. 1, 2, 

3 (3-33) 
 
5.  Feb 26 

 
Concepts 4: Presentations 

 
Paper #1 due (5 pm by email) 

 
6.  Mar 5 

 
Settings 1: Private sphere (home, 

family, leisure) 

 
*Karp, Sociology in everyday life, 

Ch 5 (131-181) 

*Erickson, Talk and social theory, 

Ch. 2 (22-52) 

*Halberstadt, “Family 



expressiveness” (pdf, 1-13) 
 
7.  Mar 12 

 
Settings 2: Public encounters 

(streets, malls, community, Internet) 

 
*Karp, Sociology in everyday life, 

Ch 4 (95-130) 

*Goffman, Presentation of self, 

Introduction + Ch 1 (1-77) 

*Turkle, Alone together, Chs. 1, 

Conclusion (23-34, 279-296) 

*Christopherson, “...anonymity in 

internet social interactions,” 

(3038-3056) 
 
8.  Mar 19 

 
No class: Spring Break 

 
 

 
9.  Mar 26 

 
Settings 3: Organizations: work, 

school, religion, community 

organizations, politics) 

 
*Erickson, Talk (K-1 class) 

*Wenger, Communities of practice 

*Moss Kanter, Life in organizations 

*Littler, Experience of work 
 
10. Apr 2 

 
Settings 4: Presentations 

 
Paper #2 due (5 pm by email) 

 
11. Apr 9 

 
Identities 1: Race, ethnicity 

 
*Karner, Ethnicity and everyday 

life, Ch. 1 (15-47) 

*Erickson, Talk, Ch. 5 (86-100)  

*Jackson, HarlemWorld, 

introduction (1-15) 

*Trudgill, Sociolinguistics, Ch. 3 

(42-60) 

*in Gumperz, Language and social 

identity: 

   *Gumperz & Gumperz, Ch. 1 

(1-21) 

    *Hansell & Ajirotutu, Ch, 5 

(85-95) 
 
12. Apr 16 

 
Identities 2: Gender, sexual 

orientation 

 
*Tannen, You just don’t 

understand, Ch. 1 (23-48) 

*Valentine, Imagining transgender, 

Introduction (3-28) 

*Reid et al., in Morrill, Ch. 7 

(134-158) 

*Nixon, in Hall, Ch. 5 (291-336) 
 
13. Apr 23 

 
Identities 3: Social class 

 
*Fussell, Class, Chs. 1-2 (15-50) 

*Trudgill, Sociolinguistics, Ch. 2 

(23-41) 

*Argyle, The social psychology of 



everyday life, Ch 8 (194-224)  
 
14. Apr 30 

 
Identities 4: Presentations 

 
Paper #3 due (5 pm by email) 

 
15. May 7 

 
Wrap-up: Review, implications, 

plans 

 
 

 

To repeat: This schedule is open to negotiation and change, depending on the interests, needs, 

and preferences of the students. 


