
Sociology 200

Chapter 5, Society & Social 
Interaction



Agenda

• Understanding social interactions

– Context

– Norms

– Ethnomethodology

– Dramaturgy



Understanding social interactions

• Max Weber noted that social interaction was a 
major element of the study of sociology in 1922

– He argued that the main goal was to explain social 

action which is anything people are conscious of 

doing because of other people

– He claimed that people put themselves into the  

positions of the people we are studying and try to 

understand their thoughts and motives



• Social interaction involves two or more 

people taking one another into account

– It is the interplay of individuals, and is the 

central concept to the understanding of the 

nature of social life



Contexts for social interactions

• Three elements to context

–The physical setting or place,

–The social environment,

–The activities surrounding the 

interaction (preceding it, 

contemporaneous with it, and 

following it) 



• Example – door preference for offices in 
different country
– Germany: doors closed (tidier, prefer privacy, not 

disorderly, still available to others)

– US: open doors, no secrecy, no one left out

– Japan: executives share offices to ensure easy 
information flow and know what’s happening in 

other’s areas of responsibility
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Norms
• As from last chapter, norms are specific 

rules of behavior that are agreed upon and 
shared, that prescribe the limits of 
acceptable behavior

• When norms are transgressed, people 
comment
– Suzanne Berger injured her back so she 

needed to lie down rather than sit or stand, 
people would ask if she was sick, tired or 
drunk (unacceptable for adults to lie . . .)

– Post 9/11 even taking knitting needles are 
looked at askance for air travel (typically 
wooden ones are OK), but I still get questions



• Differences between subcultures
– Classic is that anglos expect eye contact, 

even when chastising young people.  African 
Americans are taught that eye contact is 
challenging as opposed to being respectful.

• Cross cultural quiz on non verbal 
behaviors
– Brazil: A man in a group forms two tubes with 

his hands and looks through them; what is he 
doing?

• Trying to read license plate on distant car.

• Joking that he is a spy

• Letting other men know he has seen a beautiful 
woman



– Japan: A US businessman is on a trip; after 

dinner he wants to let Japanese businessmen 

know he likes them and would like to do 

business with them.  He treats them as he 

would old college buddies with an arm around 

the shoulder.  How will the Japanese man 

respond?

• He will like the US businessman for being so 

uninhibited.

• The Japanese businessman feels very 

uncomfortable and will avoid the US businessman 
in the future.

• The Japanese businessman will invite the US 

businessman home to meet the rest of the family



– Morocco: You have been invited to a 

Moroccan home for dinner. The host takes to 

a room with low tables and asks you to sit on 

the floor.  He asks you to remove your shoes 

and brings a basin of water. What should you 

do?

• Wash your feet in the water

• Wash your hands in the water

• Scoop out a handful of water and sprinkle it on 

your head.



– China: You walk along a street and notice that 

people spit on the sidewalk and blow their 

nose without a handkerchief.  This is 

considered:

• An act of personal hygiene that rids the body of 
waste

• An insult to the foreigner who has just walked past

• Rude behavior by ignorant people



– England: You are staying at a Bed and 

Breakfast and the operator asks “What time 

would you like to be knocked up in the 

morning?” You have been offered:

• A wake-up call

• Sexual favors

• Pegleg Pete the Pirate dancing a jig



Ethnomethodology

• Ethnomethodology is the study of the sets 
of rules or guidelines that individuals use 
to initiate behavior, respond to behavior, 
and modify behavior in social settings.

• Early researcher was Harold Garfinkle
who would have his students participate in 
experiments to violate basic 
understandings among people. This was 
done in the late 1960s.



• Students would violate normal 
expectations in conversations  such as 
asking for further definition of terms that 
would be generally understood.

• Students would act like boarders in their 
own homes and ask permission to use the 
phone, to get a drink of water, to get a 
snack or other  normal activity.  Family 
members didn’t know what to make of the 
student, asked if the student was fired, 
stupid, sick, etc. 



Dramaturgy

• Erving Goffman concluded that a central 
feature of human interaction is impression 
formation, so these interactions can be 
studied  and analyzed on the basis of 
principles derived from theater

• Dramaturgy states that in order to create 

an impression, people play roles, and their 

performance is judged by others who are 

alert to any slips  that might  reveal the 

actor’s true character



• Most interactions require that a person 
undertake some type of playacting in order 
to  present an image that will bring about 
the desired behavior of others. 

• Dramaturgy sees these behaviors as 
governed by planned behavior designed to 
present a particular image to others
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