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Harold Garfinkel And His Students Devised Breaching Experiments In Order To
explore the intricacies of everyday social interactions and uncover the often
unnoticed social norms that govern our behavior. These innovative
experiments, rooted in phenomenology and ethnomethodology, aimed to challenge
individuals’ assumptions about social order, revealing how much of our daily
life depends on shared expectations and tacit agreements. By intentionally
breaking social norms in controlled settings, Garfinkel and his students
sought to observe the immediate reactions of participants, thereby gaining
insights into the foundational structures that sustain social reality.

The Origins of Breaching Experiments
Who Was Harold Garfinkel?

Harold Garfinkel (1917-2011) was a pioneering sociologist and a student of
Alfred Schutz. He is best known for developing ethnomethodology, a field
focused on understanding how individuals produce and maintain a shared sense
of social order through everyday interactions. Unlike traditional
sociological approaches that often rely on large-scale surveys or statistical
analyses, ethnomethodology emphasizes the detailed study of mundane social
practices.

The Concept of Breaching Experiments

Breaching experiments are a methodological tool devised by Garfinkel to
disrupt normal social interactions deliberately. The goal was to observe how
people respond when the taken-for—-granted assumptions of social life are
violated. These experiments serve as a window into the invisible rules that
underpin social cohesion, revealing the fragile yet resilient fabric of
social norms.

The Purpose Behind Breaching Experiments
Revealing the Tacit Nature of Social Norms

One of the primary motivations for Garfinkel and his students was to
demonstrate that social norms are often implicit and unspoken. By breaching
these norms, researchers could illustrate that individuals rely heavily on
shared expectations to interpret and navigate social situations.

Challenging the Stability of Social Order

Breaching experiments also aimed to challenge the assumption that social
order is inherently stable and naturally maintained. Instead, Garfinkel
believed that social order is actively produced and maintained through
continuous, mundane practices. Disrupting these practices exposes their
fragile and constructed nature.

Understanding Human Agency and Social Construction

Through these experiments, Garfinkel sought to understand how individuals
create and sustain social reality. The experiments showcased that social



norms are not simply imposed from above but are actively constructed and
reproduced by individuals in everyday life.

Examples of Breaching Experiments
The Disrupted Conversation

In one classic experiment, Garfinkel instructed students to engage in
conversations while violating conversational norms—such as speaking in a
monotone or refusing to respond appropriately. Observing reactions
highlighted how individuals rely on expected patterns to interpret
interactions.

The Unauthorized Person in a Social Setting

Students might enter a public space, such as a grocery store, and behave
oddly—ignoring social cues like greeting others or following checkout
procedures. The reactions of bystanders reveal their expectations about
normal social behavior and how they interpret deviations.

The "Noticing" Experiment

Participants are asked to perform a mundane task, like sitting in a waiting
room, while the experimenter subtly alters the environment—perhaps by moving
a piece of furniture or ignoring social cues. The responses indicate how
individuals notice and respond to anomalies in their environment.

The Significance of Breaching Experiments in Sociology

Illuminating the Unseen Rules

Breaching experiments help to uncover the unspoken rules that govern social
interactions, which are often taken for granted. By making these rules
explicit through disruption, researchers can better understand their
importance.

Demonstrating the Social Construction of Reality

These experiments reinforce the idea that reality is socially constructed.
They show that what we perceive as "natural" or "obvious" is often contingent
upon shared understandings and continuous reinforcement.

Informing Sociological Theory and Practice

Breaching experiments have influenced various fields within sociology and
beyond, including psychology, anthropology, and communication studies. They
provide a methodological approach for exploring social norms and human
behavior.

Ethical Considerations and Criticisms

Ethical Concerns

While breaching experiments offer valuable insights, they also raise ethical
questions. intentionally disrupting social norms can cause discomfort or
distress among participants. Researchers must balance the pursuit of

knowledge with respect for individual well-being.

Limitations of Breaching Experiments



Some critics argue that these experiments may lack ecological validity or may
not accurately reflect real-world situations. Additionally, the reactions
observed might be influenced by the experimental context rather than genuine
social norms.

Legacy and Modern Applications
Influence on Ethnomethodology

Garfinkel’s development of breaching experiments has been foundational in
ethnomethodology, inspiring researchers to explore how social order is
constructed and maintained.

Applications in Social Research
Today, breaching techniques are used in various research contexts, including:

- Studying organizational behavior
— Analyzing social interactions in public spaces
— Investigating cultural norms and taboos

Broader Impact on Social Awareness

Breaching experiments have also contributed to public awareness about the
importance of social norms and the often invisible mechanisms that uphold
societal cohesion.

Conclusion

Harold Garfinkel and his students devised breaching experiments in order to
unearth the delicate scaffolding of everyday social life. By intentionally
violating norms and observing reactions, they demonstrated that social order
is not a fixed or natural state but a dynamic and actively maintained
construct. These experiments have profoundly influenced sociological thought,
emphasizing the importance of tacit knowledge and shared practices in shaping
human interaction. As a methodological tool, breaching experiments continue
to shed light on the fragile yet resilient fabric of social reality,
reminding us that our daily routines are built upon unspoken agreements that
can be disrupted at any moment. Through their work, Garfinkel and his
students have helped us better understand the underlying mechanisms that hold
society together—and how easily they can be challenged.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary goal of Harold Garfinkel and his
students in devising breaching experiments?

Their main goal was to explore and understand the underlying social norms and
the ways people respond to violations of these norms in everyday
interactions.

How did breaching experiments help in understanding
social order?

Breaching experiments revealed how social order is maintained through shared



expectations and how individuals react when these expectations are
intentionally disrupted, shedding light on the implicit rules of social life.

What are some examples of breaching experiments
conducted by Garfinkel and his students?

Examples include asking people to behave unnaturally during normal social
interactions, such as maintaining unnatural eye contact or violating personal
space, to observe reactions and social responses.

In what ways did breaching experiments challenge
traditional sociological theories?

They challenged the idea that social norms are fixed and instead highlighted
their fragility and the active role individuals play in constructing social
reality through everyday interactions.

Why are breaching experiments considered a form of
ethnomethodology?

Because they focus on revealing the methods and practices people use to
produce and sustain a shared sense of social order, which is central to
ethnomethodology's interest in everyday social practices.

What ethical considerations are associated with
conducting breaching experiments?

Ethical concerns include causing discomfort or confusion to participants, as
well as the potential for deception, which requires careful planning and
debriefing to minimize harm.

How did Garfinkel's breaching experiments influence
contemporary social research?

They inspired methods to study social norms and interactions by intentionally
disrupting them, influencing qualitative research approaches and the study of
social constructs.

What is the significance of Garfinkel’s work for
understanding human social behavior?

It highlights how social order depends on shared understandings and how
individuals actively produce social reality through routine interactions,
emphasizing the fluid and constructed nature of social life.

Additional Resources

Harold Garfinkel And His Students Devised Breaching Experiments In Order To

Uncover the hidden rules that govern everyday social interactions and to
demonstrate how fragile and constructed our understanding of social norms
truly is. This innovative approach to sociological research, pioneered by



Harold Garfinkel in the 1960s, challenged conventional ideas about social
order, revealing that much of what we consider natural or instinctive in
social behavior is, in fact, learned, shared, and susceptible to disruption.

The Origins of Garfinkel’s Sociological Inquiry

Harold Garfinkel, a prominent American sociologist, emerged as a key figure
in the development of ethnomethodology—a branch of sociology focused on
understanding the methods people use to produce and maintain a shared sense
of social order. Unlike traditional sociologists who examined large-scale
social structures or macro-level phenomena, Garfinkel zoomed in on the
everyday interactions that constitute social reality.

His interest was rooted in the question: How do individuals produce the sense
that the social world is coherent, meaningful, and predictable? To answer
this, Garfinkel and his students devised a series of experiments aimed at
disrupting social norms to observe how participants respond and restore
order.

The Concept of Breaching Experiments

Breaching experiments are a set of investigative techniques designed to
intentionally violate social norms or expectations in controlled settings.
The goal is to observe how individuals react to these breaches, thereby
revealing the often-invisible rules that underpin social interaction.

Unlike traditional experiments that seek to confirm hypotheses through
measurement, breaching experiments are more about exposing the taken-for-
granted assumptions that structure our daily lives. They serve as a lens into
the often unnoticed “rules of the game” that enable social coordination.

Key features of breaching experiments include:

- Intentional norm violations: Participants or researchers break social
scripts deliberately.

— Observation of reactions: The focus is on how people attempt to restore
normalcy.

— Analysis of social order: Insights into the mechanisms that sustain social
stability.

Purpose of Breaching Experiments: Revealing the Fabric of Social Norms

Garfinkel’s primary motivation was to demonstrate that social order is not a
natural or inherent phenomenon but a fragile construct maintained through
ongoing social practices. By breaching these practices, he aimed to:

— Show that social norms are not universally understood or automatic.

— Reveal the practical methods individuals use to interpret, negotiate, and
enforce social norms.

— Highlight the shared, yet often unconscious, assumptions that make social
life intelligible.

In essence, breaching experiments serve as a diagnostic tool to uncover the



underlying fabric of social reality, exposing how much of our interaction
depends on tacit agreements and shared expectations.

Classic Examples of Breaching Experiments

Garfinkel and his students carried out numerous experiments that challenged
everyday social routines. Some notable examples include:

1. The "Walking in Public" Experiment

Participants would walk around in a way that violated social norms—such as
walking backward or ignoring personal space boundaries. Observers noticed how
others reacted with confusion, discomfort, or corrective actions, revealing
the unwritten rules about personal proximity and appropriate conduct.

2. The "Greeting Ritual" Disruption

Students would engage in greetings that broke social conventions—like
ignoring someone they knew or offering bizarre gestures. These breaches
prompted responses that reaffirmed the importance of social rituals in
establishing familiarity and trust.

3. The "Roommate Role Play" Scenario

Participants would behave as if they were strangers in a shared living space,
deliberately violating expectations of familiarity, privacy, or politeness.
The reactions illuminated the tacit agreements and shared understanding that
sustain household relationships.

4. The "Taboo Violation" Experiment

In some cases, students would intentionally perform acts considered socially
taboo—such as misusing personal items or breaking personal boundaries. This
highlighted how social sanctions and moral boundaries serve to reinforce
norms and maintain social cohesion.

Insights Gained from Breaching Experiments

The outcomes of these experiments provided profound insights into social
life:

— The Fragility of Social Norms: Small breaches could cause significant
discomfort or confusion, demonstrating how tightly norms are woven into daily
routines.

— The Unconscious Nature of Social Rules: Most participants were unaware of
the norms they were following until these norms were disrupted, illustrating
their tacit and taken-for-granted status.

— The Role of Reflexivity: When norms are breached, individuals often engage
in reflexive actions—like explaining, Jjustifying, or correcting—to restore
social order.

— The Importance of Context: Reactions varied depending on the context,
emphasizing that social norms are context-dependent and negotiated in real-



time.

— The Constructed Nature of Reality: The experiments underscored that social
reality is actively produced and maintained by participants through shared
understanding.

The Impact of Garfinkel’s Work on Sociology

Garfinkel’s breaching experiments revolutionized the study of social
interaction. They shifted focus from abstract social structures to the
practical, day-to-day methods individuals use to create a sense of order.
This approach had several implications:

— Methodological Innovation: It introduced a form of qualitative,
observational research that prioritized understanding lived experiences over
quantitative measurement.

— Challenge to Structural Theories: By emphasizing the active role of
individuals in constructing social reality, Garfinkel questioned theories
that viewed social order as solely dictated by macro-level institutions.

— Influence on Ethnomethodology: His work laid the foundation for
ethnomethodology, which studies the methods and practices individuals use to
produce and interpret social life.

— Practical Applications: Breaching experiments have influenced fields such
as psychology, anthropology, communication studies, and even security
training, by illustrating how social norms operate and how they can be
challenged or reinforced.

Ethical Considerations and Criticisms

While groundbreaking, Garfinkel’s breaching experiments also sparked ethical
debates. Critics argued that intentionally disrupting social norms could
cause discomfort or distress, especially in sensitive situations. Ethical
guidelines for research emphasize minimizing harm, which has led to more
cautious application of breaching techniques.

Furthermore, some critics questioned whether breaching experiments could be
generalized beyond controlled settings or whether they risked manipulating
social interactions unethically.

Nonetheless, the value of Garfinkel’s approach remains undeniable in
revealing the delicate, constructed nature of social order.

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Today, Garfinkel'’s breaching experiments continue to influence sociological
and psychological research. They serve as powerful tools for understanding
social cohesion, identity, and the boundaries of acceptable behavior.

In a world increasingly concerned with social cohesion and conflict, these
experiments remind us that social norms are not fixed but are constantly



negotiated, challenged, and reinforced. They also inspire new ways of
thinking about social change—highlighting that even small disruptions can
reveal the underpinnings of our shared social fabric.

Conclusion

Harold Garfinkel and his students devised breaching experiments not merely as
a method of research, but as a philosophical statement about the nature of
social reality. By deliberately violating social norms, they illuminated the
fragile, constructed, and shared foundation upon which daily life rests.
These experiments continue to challenge our assumptions, encouraging us to
see social order as a dynamic, negotiated process—a testament to the
ingenuity of Garfinkel’s ethnomethodological approach and its enduring
influence on the social sciences.
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