BEN HIGHMORE

INTRODUCTION

Questioning everyday life

EVERYDAY LIFE is a vague and problematic phrase. Any assumption that it is
simply ‘out there’, as a palpable reality to be gathered up and described, should face
an immediate question: whose everyday life? Often enough, however, such questions are
purposefully ignored. To invoke the everyday can often be a sleight of hand that normalises
and universalises particular values, specific world-views. Politicians, for instance, are often
fond of using terms like ‘everyday life’ or ‘ordinary people’ as a way of hailing constituents
to a common culture: people like us, lives like ours. The underside of this, of course, Is
that this everyday life is haunted by implicit ‘others’, who supposedly live outside the
ordinary, the everyday. Claiming everyday life as self-evident and readily accessible
becomes an operation for asserting the dominance of specific cultures and for particular
understandings of such cultures.

Yet the term everyday life has also been used to side with the dominated against those
that would dominate. Take, for example, the use of everyday life by social historians. To
invoke everyday life can be to invoke precisely those practices and lives that have tradition-
ally been left out of historical accounts, swept aside by the onslaught of events instigated
by elites. It becomes shorthand for voices from ‘below’: women, children, migrants and so
on. But while designed to challenge certain conventions, this can still maintain an
unproblematic acceptance of everyday life as a transparent realm: now instead of looking
at government records, attic rooms are plundered for diaries, letters and such like. This
Reader, howevet, insists on questioning the transparency of the daily. It is dedicated to a
less everyday use of the term everyday life. It explicitly and implicitly addresses the ‘every-
day’ as a problematic, a contested and opaque terrain, where meanings are not to be found
ready-made. Perhaps its starting point would be the idea that the everyday presents us with
a recalcitrant ohject that does not give up its secrets too readily.

Everyday life is not simply the name that is given to a reality readily available for
scrutiny; it is also the name for aspects of life that lie hidden. To invoke an ordinary culture
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from below is to make the invisible visible, and as such has clear social and political reson-
ances. To summon-up a specific everyday, or to call a group of people together so as to
recognise a shared everyday life, has been an important step in bringing to visibility the
lives of those who have been sidelined by dominant accounts of social life. But this has
never been a simple act of calling on an already understood daily culture — in many
respects it has needed to produce that culture (as problematic) in the first place. Second-
wave feminism (for instance, Chapter 5) struggles to name an everydayness that was all
too readily seen at the time as both unproblematic and to a large degree simply invisible. 1t
was precisely the untroubled ease with which both men and women (but of course, mainly
men) understood the supposed naturalness of women'’s daily life as being organised around
the needs of children and hushands that made any alternative understanding seem counter-
intuitive or simply bizarre. The difficulty of bringing to light an alternative account of the
everyday life of middle-class women in 1950s and 1960s America is signalled by the title
of the first chapter of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique: *The Problem that has No
Name’. Of course, American women may well have experienced their lives as a domestic
straitjacket prior to Friedan’s book (the massive sales could be seen as an index of this),
but even so, such an account of everyday life struggled to be seen as actuality. Feminism
had to actively register and name American women’s everyday life, and as such the revo-
lutionary agenda of second-wave feminism was to ‘raise consciousness’ about women’s
daily life as an arena of domination. The project had to begin by actively producing
everyday life as an entity.

Everyday life can both hide and make vivid a range of social differences. But it should
be remembered that the production of recognisable difference initially required the manu-
facture of a sense of commonality (as in second-wave feminism). So the everyday (as a
theoretical and practical arena) has the potential ability of producing, not difference, but
commonality. [t might be that this is where its generative ability lies. If ‘everyday life’ is
going to provide a re-imagining of the study of culture (and anything less would be to carry
on doing business-as-usual, thereby making a term like everyday life already obsolete) then
it might need to put on hold the automatic explanatory value placed on accepted cultural
differences. If cultural differences, such as gender, class, sexuality, ethnicity and so on, are
going to be useful for the understanding of everyday life (and I assume that they would be)
then their usefulness cannot be just presumed or taken for granted.

For example if 1 asked the question (with a nod towards psychoanalysis): *Whose daily
life has been, on occasion, disturbed by the “uninvited” presence of a troubling memory?”, 1
might expect that most people would be familiar with such a scene even if their troubling
memories differed wildly. There is something of a radical commonality (which, now that
psychoanalysis has become part of our everyday life, might be less visible) to the sugges-
tion that we all share a condition where our consciousness can be undermined by our
unconscious. Not only does this make visible an aspect of everyday life previously only
hinted at in literature (namely the unmanaged continuation of the past in the present), but
also it transforms our sense of the everyday (now the everyday becomes the unknowing
host for the return of traumatic material). That which transforms our sense of the everyday
in the guise of new commonalities (here memory, there a recognition of shared domination)
works to produce the everyday anew. If this is the goal of everyday life theory (and why
nnt?) then anv nreconstituted difference needs to be re-found in the job of producing the
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everyday as an arena of study. As such we might move on from recognising a common
condition (the persistence of the past) to seeing how the invasion of memories differs
among people. It would seem likely that gender differences would register here, but what
about other differences? How might other social and cultural conditions operate in relation
to memory disturbances in everyday life? The traumas of migration and war might, for
instance, affect everyday life in precisely this way.

If everyday life is going to challenge us into new ways of thinking and new ways of
perceiving, then it will need to practise a kind of heuristic approach to social life that does
not start out with predesignated outcomes. In its negotiation of difference and commonal-
ity it might, potentially, find new commonalities and breathe new life into old differences.
But to do this will mean putting on hold some of the familiar conventions of contemporary
studies of culfure.

To question everyday life and to allow everyday life to question our understanding of
the world is to specifically invite a theoretical articulation of everyday life. Theory is often
a dense and abstruse form of writing, often designed to throw into crisis widely accepted
and practised beliefs. Everyday life theory, while at times evidencing its share of obscurity,
differs from this, at least potentially. Writing eight years after starting a project to study
the practices of everyday life, Miche! de Certeau and Luce Giard claimed: ‘we know poorly
the types of operations at stake in ordinary practices, their registers and their combin-
ations, because our instruments of analysis, modeling and formalization were constructed
for other objects and with other aims’ (de Certeau et al. 1998: 256). Everyday life invites
a kind of theorising that throws our most cherished theoretical values and practices into
crisis. For instance, theorists often promote the values of ‘rigorous’ thought, ‘systematic’
elaboration and ‘structured’ argument: but what if rigour, system and structure were anti-
thetical and deadening to aspects of everyday life? What if ‘theory’ was to be found
elsewhere, in the pages of a novel, in a suggestive passage of description in an auto-
hiography, or in the street games of children? What if theory (the kind that is designated
as such) was beneficial for attending to the everyday, not via its systematic interrogations,
but through its poetics, its ability to render the familiar strange? This is not to suggest
that everyday life theory is anti-theoretical, far from it, but that in attending to the every-
day such theory is never going to be a purely critical or deconstructive project. At the
heart of the theoretical practices collected here is the desire for constructive and inventive
thought, for a form of attention that struggles to articulate an intractable object (daily
iife) in the full knowledge that the everyday is always going to exceed the ability to
register it.

No anthology of texts dedicated to a specific theme is going to be exhaustive, but if a
Reader should provide a guide to the best that is on offer within a specific field, then an
Everyday Life Reader is faced with a significant difficulty. For Henri LLefebvre, who spent
his career working on the problem of the critique of everyday life, everyday life is ‘defined
by “what is left over’ after all distinct, superior, specialized, structured activities have been
singled out by analysis’ (Lefebvre 1991: 97). If we assume that ‘fields’ constitute such
distinct and specialised forms of knowledge, then clearly, for Lefebvre, the everyday is
precisely what lies outside the disciplines of knowledge. However, Lefebvre goes on to insist
that ‘everyday life is profoundly related to all activities, and encompasses them with all
their differences and their conflicts’ (Lefebvre 1991: 97). If we look at the various fields
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that make up what is optimistically called the human sciences, we might draw the following
conclusion: everyday life is both remaindered from fields of study as well as impacting on
every single attempt to register human life. Cultural studies, sociology, social history,
anthropotogy, ethnography, literary studies, psychology and so on would all, T guess, want
to lay some claim to attending to the everyday — yet for the most part the tendency has
been for specialised disciplines to invoke the everyday as a taken-for-granted aspect of
social life. While these fields have made significant contributions to the productive proh-
lematic of everyday life (as both an indivisible singularity and overarching totality), they
have rarely provided a space for putting such ideas at the centre of their inquiries. The
potential of everyday life studies is not to unite disciplinary fields in some dream of multi-
disciplinarity or interdisciplinarity; its potential is essentially anti-disciplinary. If as
Lefebvre suggests the everyday lies both outside all the different fields of knowledge,
while at the same time lying across them, then the everyday is not a field at all, more
like a para-field, or a meta-field.

Thus an anthology of texts addressing the everyday cannot simply provide an overview
of disciplinary approaches to everyday life, it cannot simply provide examples of how soci-
ology (ethnomethodology, for instance) attends to the everyday, or how anthropology (par-
ticipant observation, for instance) treats everyday life. If it is to do its job it will need to
find those moments in disciplinary fields and outside them, when the everyday casts any
disciplinary enterprise into doubt. Everyday life might therefore seem to constitute a field
of doubt, but also, T would suggest, a field of experimentation, of possibility. In this intro-
duction I want to set out something of an intellectual survey for thinking of the everyday as
both problem and possibility. So if everyday life is, from here on in, going to stand in for a
set of problems, for some productive stumbling blocks and detours, then we need to find a
way of allowing these problems to surface. One way, the way chosen here, is to ask the most
everyday of questions, the kind that 3-year olds ask in eager anticipation that a grown-up
will be able to answer their curiosity (*where do clouds go to bed?’ for instance). These are
the blunt questions, driven by curiosity, the ‘why, where, what, who, and how’ that signal a
frustration with nuanced interpretation.’ Such questions want to cut to the chase. They
necessarily require a broad brush. But unfortunately such questions rarely find satisfactory
answers, inevitably generating more questions. So be warned — what follows does not pro-
vide much in the way of answers, and as a route-map to theories of everyday life it offers
little in the way of short cuts.

What?

What is the everyday? Such a question leads us immediately into the realm of speculation.
So much easier to be clear about what it is not. Lightning striking TV sets for instance, or
your numbers winning the national lottery. But are not such things also part of everyday
life? Is not the fear of lightning what might make you unpiug your TV at night? And is not
the unlikeliness of winning woven into the everydayness of the lottery? The problem with
the everyday is that its contours might be so vague as to encompass almost everything (or
certain aspects of everything). So on the one hand the national lottery points to the every-
day as exceptional and singular (winning is exceptional, the checice of numbers nearly
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always particular, as are the dreams and aspirations that accompany playing the lottery).
On the other hand the lottery can be seen as part of a vast number of people’s everyday life
in its ordinary generality (the majority of ‘players’ play each week, they share an under-
standing that they are more likely to be struck by lightning than win, yet still play). Here
then might be a question facing the study of everyday life: is everyday life characterised by
singular, individual acts (an accumulation of particularity, so to speak) or is it understand-
able as an overarching structure common to a large group of people?

If everyday life as an object of study sits uncertainly across these two perspectives
(the particular and the general) we should also point out that this is merely one aspect of a
range of dualities that can be seen to impact on everyday life studies. Here I want to
suggest that these dualities can be provisionally grouped in interconnected ways that relate
to a variety of perspectives on the everyday. So, in approaches that have privileged the
particular we can find tendencies that have stressed other features of everyday life: the
agency of individuals in daily life, forms of resistance or non-conformity to social struc-
tures, a stress on feelings and experience. Similarly, to approach everyday life as a realm of
generality tends to privilege social structures, institutions and discourses, and to see these
as a domain of power determining the everyday. Of course this is to oversimplify a complex
history of the study of everyday life, and nearly all the writers and theorists who product-
ively attend to the everyday evidence approaches that navigate across these poles (indeed
this might be the very condition for attending to the everyday). However, it still might be
useful to mark out these poles as tendencies with the understanding that we are not
categorising approaches so much as getting a feel for certain (linked) orientations towards
everyday life.

So if we sketch out a vector of these tendencies it might look something like this:

Particular  General
Agency  Structure
Experiences/Feelings  [nstitutions/Discourses
Resistance  Power
Micro-analysis  Macro-analysis

For shorthand these tendencies can be seen as forms of micro-analyses and macro-
analyses. And if we cannot simply line up theorists of the everyday on one side or the other
of this vector without losing something of the complexity of their thought, were we to do so
we might at least uncover some partial truths. To list Michel de Certeau, say, under micro-
analysis, and Michel Foucault, for instance, under macro-analysis, inevitably smoothes out
contradictions and nuanced thought, but it does accord with something of the general drift
of their work.

Perhaps the most central question for the recent history of cultural and social theory,
and clearly a crucial question for the study of everyday life, is fevelled at the duality resist-
ance and/or power. Does the everyday provide the training ground for conformity, or is it
rather the place where conformity is evaded? Or to put it slightly differently: is the every-
day a realm of submission to relations of power or the space in which those relations are
contested (or at least negotiated in relatively interesting ways)? Informing these guestions
(as T have already suggested) is a scepticism aimed at questioning the transparency of the
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everyday. Such scepticism is what makes any definite and simple answer to these questions
problematic. Let me outline the form this scepticism takes.

Perhaps the two singular ‘events’ that lay the foundations for modern thought are to
be found in the writing of Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud. What unites the very different
work of Marx and Freud might be located at the level of the everyday. For Freud, as for
Marx, the everyday is both real and unreal, both actuality and the disguise of actuality. To
put it as simply as possible: the everyday is not as it appears. Or rather behind (or along-
side, or underneath) the appearance of everyday life lies another actuality. For Freud what
iIs bracketed out in the appearance of everyday life is a forceful realm of desire and fear
that can, if unchecked, burst through the propriety of daily life. If you are lucky such
interruptions will be confined to the occasional slip of the tongue (Chapter 1): if, on the
other hand, the irruptions of the unconscious get the upper hand then the ability to function
in daily life will be severely compromised. For the most part ‘culture and society’ can be
understood as the name given to the checking and censorship that manages the troubling
presence of these drives. Propriety and etiquette (the protocols of everyday life) instil a
form of life ‘safe’ from untrammelled desires and murderous lusts.

Yet from another perspective what is presented as civilised conduct might constitute a
seemly veil over a much more unseemly actuality. From the point of view of psychoanalysis,
social propriety (morality, civilised behaviour, and so on) might be seen as a ritualistic and
socially sanctioned re-presentation of desirous and fearful material. Thus, primeval desires
could be seen as being re-coded into socially legitimate ones: in the place of blood-thirsty
aggression lies ‘healthy’ competition and ambition; in the stead of unrestrained sexual
appetites comes the complex and bizarre rigmarole of modern sexual mores. The everyday
then, while it may give off a seemly appearance, never manages completely to bracket out
the murky reaim of the unconscious. Everyday life becomes the stage where the
unconscious performs (individually via slips, dreams and neurotic symptoms, socially via
accepted morality and the protocols of conventional behaviour), but never with its gloves
off. Instead, the unconscious can be seen only in glimpses: in the obligue and devious forms
of mistakes and fancy; in the circuitous routes it takes to fashion social protocols. As far as
this goes we might suggest that Freud invites a contradictory understanding of everyday
life. On the one hand the everyday becomes a repressive realm that censors the
unconscious. On the other hand everyday life (or just as pertinently, every-night life)
becomes the place where, however indirectly, the unconscious makes its presence felt,
Whatever debates there are about the veracity of such an approach one thing remains
clear; psychoanalysis undermines attempts to pass the everyday off as the accumulation of
innocent habits and customs or as governed by fully conscious heings.

The idea of ‘the actuality behind the actuality’ is also a theme in Marx’s understanding
of everyday life. Perhaps the most explicit figuring of the everyday as an illusionistic vyet
‘real” reality is to be found in Marx and Engels’ writing on ideology. In 1846, in The
German Ideology, Marx and Engels (1985) argue that the self-understanding of a culture
is produced from the ‘material life-process’ of society. Or to put it another way: ideology is
a product of the relationships and processes of a society (rather than merely the result of
thought). The way that the world appears (at first glance, so to speak) is the outcome of
the particular material circumstances in which it is lived. This is Marx arguing for a form
of materialist philosophy and against the prevailing inclination for idealist thought. The
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So this brief description of Marxism and Freudianism begins to outline the sense of
unease that a tradition of modern thought would have in confronting an everyday life that
purported to be simply self-evident. It should also be clear that from this perspective the
everyday does not supply happy endings or even happy beginnings. Both Marxism and
Freudianism when applied to the everyday suggest an approach that in attempting to
reveal the unconscious or non-apparent structures of everyday life uncover deep structures
that are relentlessly gothic in their dimensions. For Freud it is the almost inevitable tra-
gedy of loss, forbidden love, and death anxiety, which lurks bubbling under the everyday.
For Marx everyday capitalism is a catastrophic engine devouring material and human
resources and structured across class antagonisms.

Marx and Freud both attempt to reveal structures that might underpin (and under-
mine) the everyday reality of experience and to do this they both navigate across the poles
of the particular and the general. If Marx and Freud set the scene for modern cultural
theory they do so in a way that casts doubt on the veracity of perceived everyday actuality.
But they do this contradictorily: on the one hand the surface of the everyday (its manifest
content) needs to be given the closest of scrutiny (what you see is what there is), and on the
other hand the project is precisely to go behind the scenes and reveal underlying structures
and latent contents.

Macro tendencies

In certain ways Marx and Freud can be seen to approach modern everyday life from an
anthropological perspective; they want to explain what it is to live as part of a culture. And
it seems inevitable that anthropology (as a very loose catch-all term) will be productive for
the study of everyday life. As the anthropologist Marc Augé suggests, traditional anthro-
pology can be characterised as a ‘concern for the gualitative, insistence on collecting direct
testimony — lived experience’, for the purpose of discerning what is ‘permanent and
unconscious’ about a culture (Augé 1999a: 1). Of course the idea of permanent cultures is,
as Augé is at pains to point out, tied to an idea that remote cultures (remote for western
anthropologists that is), that have traditionally been anthropology’s objects, are
unchanging and socially ‘backward’.* And it is this duality between empirical work in the
everyday (in the field) that looks at the gualitative experience of culture, and the use of this
information to construct an interpretation of culture as ‘permanent and unconscious’ that
links us to the polar vector of micro- and macro-analyses.

Twentieth-century anthropology (like other disciplines in the social sciences) can be
seen to hold out the goal of combining these tendencies. For Bronislaw Malinowski (see
Chapter 14), writing in the 1920s about his work in the Trobriand Islands, anthropologists
need first of all to immerse themselves in the daily life of the group of people they are
studying:

As 1 went on my morning walk through the village, I could see intimate details
of family life, of toilet, cooking, taking of meals; I could see the arrangements
of the day’s work, people starting on their errands, or groups of men and
women busy at some manufacturing tasks. Quarrels, jokes, family scenes, events



10€] 9] "SWOU [BI20S 0} UoIssiwigns saban pue Jamod Yiim asoyy Lo Aduspuadasp sajowo.d
ey} wisiuelieydoyine HuiAjopun ue saysi|qelse oulopy ‘sanbeal|od pue spusty [N}S5900Ns
$0 99IAPE 8U3 MOJ|0J 0F (ULLINJOD BUF Ul PIDIOA) SPUBLLIIOD JUSISISUI 3Y3 T8 BUD|0O| Ag “SUBS
|B2IH0J041SE SNOIIBA 3L} J3PUN UJ0G 9SOU] 40} BIIAPE PUR SUOIIIPa.d 40 W04 3yl Ul wis)
-|euanof |ealbojodise 4o BUSJe [BN1X3] Y} S8LI0DI3Y U0I1eBIISanLl dlydedbouyis Jo ,play, ay)
(P66 T OUIOPY) SOG6T dYF Ul Uuwn|od Abo|04}Se Satwy [ Sajabuy SO 8y} 4O siSAjeue 1ua1uo9
SIY UT "(21do} eoibojododyjue Ajqesiubodad e }1ash ul) Aluiapou isifeyided ur wsifeuolye
uelielioyine o aduajersdd sy} BUIMOLS JO ABM B SB SLJO) [BJn}Nd Ssew 10 sasAjeue
POIBIOP 9y} UM paU4adU0d sem dj4om dlydedbouyls 1SoW S,0LI0pY 40poay | 3oueIsU|
404 "A103UY |BOIID U4BISSM JO SUOIHIPEA} WOS Ul JUBPIAD St uoljedado Jejuis vy

"UO 0S pue ‘syJomiau abuBYIXI ‘S3an)
NS |BID0S 4O SUOITRIRACIBIL] 9}L4MIBpUN 0 Pasn S}36 HA0MPIaY 10 3JJom pdey syl jeyy
ABM SIUT UL SI 3] "9.4n} N2 B JO SWLI0) JUBUILLIOP 3Y) 40} ‘suoiiliadad INISANDSIP pue |eJNoIneRya(q
404 DUINOO| 0} pajedipap Ssaduelsul Auew Ul S| usyy Aydesbouyia |esibojodoyiuy

(C8G 66T UBWIOMN)

9W0D peY 2ABI| 0] 8LUIY 8y} MIW [ papasddns | Usypp plojun
PINoMm ss3204d ay3 moy 3o1paJd 03 paldy T ‘anbie} 40} asnoxe juaipadxs ue Ajdwis
FOU Sem UOITRANIeS 1yl f|9SALU 3DUIAUOD 0] "Palenies aam $o1406a1ed oieasa.
AW ‘ssnedis wiasuy asedydesed o] aUWL0IIN0 3yl SE []aM SB $5320.d 3y} 101pa.d
PINOD T "uebag A3y} Uaym pua pinom Aay} moy maus| T 1ey) salui} AUl 0S SIUaAD
9} PIAIaSGO pue 'SIBURYIXS 3y PasSaUIM ‘S21I0IS AU paeay pey I ~2dusijeduul
AW J0 324n0S 8yl Padsnodsip [ uaym paje|dwod sem Py 943 ul gol Aw mauw |

3} synd (suojun Jnogqe|
Aj4e|ndied) ssunynd JelAsSnpUl UI3ISam Jo Jaydelboulls Aleoduialuod e Sy "snoljladad
U3} 03 pauniie ag 03 ‘[euoiIuaAL0I 3y} 10 YdJeas 0} saydesbouyla 404 AJBSS809U S3LU0DA|
H S24N1ONJIS BUIAlISpUN JaA0DUN O] “lURIISOE 0 pJezeydey AjaJouw 2Ul W04y Wolsnd
10B41X3 ued sisibojododyiue (Sfenild pue s[eAllsa) denbad $sajauiauou g ‘AepAasna-uou
38Ul pue) 941} Ajlep 4o SaUinoJ ayy buipdodal pue BUIAJISSGo Ag ‘Aewiolsnd ayy Ajuo snea|
0} SB 05 |Pl497BW PIAI9SGO 4O SSBLU By} WOJS SUOIIda0X2 (YSIUBG PUB) 431{Y O} SIOM (6861
[Pe6T] 121pausg) ,24n}nd 4O suiatjed, ayl [[ed J33e| pINOM 301pausg yiny Teym |eanad
03 S 05 $319UsbuU0d APAIaAS JO BUIPI0I34 BLT UIIM IN0 SHIBIS 1BU] JALIP 1o11dx9 2y
‘PaXy puUe 3jqe}s se Usas 34N} nd e Jo selile|nbad jusuewJad sy} 03
Ajfep 8y} 40 $319U8BUITUOD B} WO} ‘[edausb 3yl 01 Jejndijled 93 Wo4j anoW 03 S| Yoroadde
S, DISMOUIIR A JO 84043433 "WIIP YL (TT:226T PISMOUIR|N) ,paxy pue JusueWwJad st jeys (e
‘341] |eg14} f0 Sa1lIieINBAJ pUR S3|NJ Sy |[e dn buimedp, s|,Ainp, (,s15160(0d0YIUR 4330 pue)
SIY “re[nolised oyl yym suibag ISmoulely 4 1A "3y Allep pueiigod] jo saieinoied ay)
Yum A1lded|iwies ybnodoys e ul sd43oe4d [B3160j0doLjUR SIY puno4b 03 si UOIUBIUI PaJR|dop
SIY (€661 24939 pue 886T PJojl|) ul palojdxs Ajjusnboje awaly ) Sdapueis] pue
MGOAL BY3 ypm diysuoiie|ad /ermaoe s, 1smoulje iy o uojjsanb BU11salalul 31 apise HulreaT

(L 12261 DIsmourie|n)
"Sdlayy se |jam se ‘afi| Ajrep Aw jo adayd

“SOWRE 33 pawiio) Juedyiubls skemje Ing d11ewedp Sajawos ‘eially A)jensn

© 3417 AVAAYIAT ONINOILSIND



10 BEN HIGHMORE

that Adorno’s ‘feld’ is textual makes it no less ethnographic; after all ethnographers are in
the business of looking at culture as ‘texts’, whether those texts are spoken, gestured,
performed or written. What Adorno is looking at is a number of particular instances of
astrological culture as it is circulated on a daily basis (through a newspaper), and from
which he can distil an authoritarian and conformist mode of address. Yet because Adorno’s
field is concerned only with the addressee as an imagined figure within the field of the Los
Angeles Times we have no way of knowing what the impact of this mode of address is. This
does not lessen the credibility of Adorno’s analysis as Adorno is interested in cultural
forms as a structure of dominance (and where better to find cuitural dominance than in the
pages of mass circulation newspapers?). What it does mean is that knowledge of the mul-
tiple singularities of reading the astrology column (on an occasional or daily basis) and the
various modes of reading Creligiously’, ironically and so on) are effectively bracketed out.
In this sense the drift from the particularity of a field to the generality of interpretation
bypasses the everyday as an arena of heterogeneous experience, and it does so in ways not
dissimilar from anthropological practices of distillation and extraction.

Perhaps the most influential social and historical ethnographer of the West in con-
temporary critical theory is Michel Foucault. Although Foucault is concerned with the
overarching governance of daily life, it is not at first clear how he stands in relation to the
study of everyday life. On the one hand the kinds of institutional assemblages that he
focuses on (hospitals, prisons and so on) clearly constitute elements of our everyday life,
and at times simply become our everyday life. But if Lefebvre is right in suggesting that
everyday life is what happens across and in-between these domains of specialised know-
ledges and practices then there is something clearly missing from Foucault’s approach (for
everyday life studies that is). In his accounts of the daily regimens and discursive practices
of institutions like prisons (Foucault 1982) and asylums (Foucault 1971) Foucault offers
a penetrating description of the way that power (or micro-power to use a specifically
Foucauldian vocabulary) orchestrates daily life. For Foucault, power is never simply to be
found in the legal rules governing an institution or in excessive displays of force, rather
Foucault finds it in the repetitive practices that both produce and instil a sense of a
disciplinary self.

Foucault is famous for an approach to culture that attends to networks of power
ohservable within discourses on sexuality, health, crime and punishment, and so on. But his
reliance on a specifically written archive of texts needs to be seen as a necessary condition
of his historical arientation rather than as the object of investigation. In attempting to map
the forms of power deployed in the nineteenth century under the banner of sexuality, for
instance, he is necessarily limited to written documents. But it is his interest in the material
practices of power that connects him to an ethnographic tradition of attending to culture
and provides his most productive contribution to the study of everyday life. In this sense
it is more accurate to see Foucault’s object as an apparatus (dispositif) rather than a
discourse. When asked whal he meant by the term dispositif Foucault replied:

What I'm trying to pick out with this term is, firstly, a thoroughly hetero-
geneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms,
regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements,
philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions — in short, the said as much
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12 BEN HIGHMORE

waiter might enact on the restaurant floor (the ‘front region’ in Goffman’s analysis) is
reversed as the same waiter enters the kitchens (the ‘back region’) to perform a more
unruly version of the self. In some ways then by concentrating on the micro-sociological
spatiality of the everyday, Goffman finds activities that can be seen as resistant to the
propriety of sanctioned social behaviour. And it is also by emphasising the plural perform-
ances of the self (or selves) that some form of resistant behaviour is to be found alongside
more submissive activity.

A more explicit correlation between the particularity of everyday life and the theme of
social resistance is provided by a range of ethnographic accounts of subcultures, most
famously those associated with the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the Uni-
versity of Birmingham (UK). The Centre published a special issue of its journal Working
Papers in Cultural Studies dedicated to research on subcultures (which was quickly
republished as a book) with the evocative title Resistance through Rituals: Youth Sub-
cultures in Post-war Britain (Hall and Jefferson 1976). In some respects work on sub-
cultures (and what had previously been labelled ‘deviancy’ in mainstream sociology) has an
ambivalent relationship to the everyday. Clearly subcultures exist /i the everyday (although
a number of people might be identified as ‘weekend’ punks, bikers and so on), yet sub-
cultural activity might be seen as often setting its sights on the avoidance of anything that
might smack of everydayness in its normative form. For the Birmingham ethnographers,
though, it was the everydayness of subcultural activity that was most interesting. What was
at stake in the everydayness of drug-taking, or the spectacular uses of clothes, or the
practice of communal living, was the question of resistance. Recognising that subcultural
activity could not be seen as a purposeful political critique of a social system accompanied
by an organised programme of action, the Centre sought ways of understanding subcultural
activity in its ritualistic and symbolic opposition to a dominant social order. To take one
example: Dick Hebdige’s work on mods shows how the appropriation and re-accentuation
of social values and material (recoding negative values as positive ones, and vice versa, for
instance) works as a form of symbolic defiance:

The negative evaluations of their [mods’] capabilities imposed by the school
and work were substituted by a positive assessment of their personal credentials
in the world of play (i.e. the same qualities which were assessed negatively by
their daytime controllers — e.g. laziness, arrogance, vanity etc. — were positively
defined by themselves and their peers in leisure time).

(Hebdige 1976: 93)

Thus disaffected working-class youths’ fierce identification of subcultural codes in daily life
positively values meanings and practices held up as negative by the various establishments
that assess these young people. But what became one of the main areas of discussion
was the extent to which this could be seen as resistance rather than a form of symbalic
inventiveness, which had little or no social effectivity.

An approach to everyday life that emphasises its particularity and its peculiar tenacity
in the face of powerful forces from ‘above’ is most vividly expressed in the work of Michel
de Certeau (see Chapter 6). For de Certeau the everyday is a realm that is both practical
and singular, and as such everyday studies would need to look at actions, use and ways of
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operating. While this follows Goffman in its emphasis on the live performativity of the
everyday, and evidences some <imilarities with subcultural theory with its emphasis on
resistance, it needs to be forcefully distinguished from these approaches as well. For one
thing, de Certeau emphatically refuses to take identity as the locus for meaning in everyday
life. For de Certeau the social individual is far too waywardly heterogeneous (too net-
worked) to form the basis for an analysis of the everyday as practical life. After all, any one
individual lives across a vast range of forces and relationships that, if taken as the basis for
viewing the everyday, would obscure the singularity of any single action.

Perhaps as importantly we also need to qualify the term ‘resistance’ as it functions in
de Certeau’s work. Unlike many subcultural theorists, resistance in de Certeau’s writing is
not easily hitched to a cultural politics. In many ways resistance functions as a conserva-
tive force that is more easily associated with a slow tenacious refusal to adapt to the
rhythms of modern capitalist culture than with the more flamboyant antagonisms per-
formed by subcultures. And while de Certeau does see some of the practices of everyday
life as inventively defiant, it would be more in keeping with de Certeau’s position to com-
pare everyday life to ‘inner-speech’; that never-quite-heard rambling, conjuring up memor-
ies, and an uncensored response to life around us. In a weak sense the everyday (for de
Certeau) is ‘unconscious’ in that it is not open to direct observation, or ever fully
controllable.

De Certeau necessarily has to insist on a speculative response to the everyday: for him
we have vet to describe and account for it. As such any political assessment of the everyday
is simply premature. It may be then that all the talk about power and resistance that has
preoccupied cultural studies obscures the attempt to ascertain what everyday life is and
how it performs. While cultural studies has impatiently pronounced ‘political’ verdicts on
the cultures of the daily, the work of attending to the everyday has yet to be done.

Negotiated territory

If my imaginary vector (that pits generality against particularity, power against resistance,
discursive apparatuses against experience, and macro-analysis against micro-analysis) pro-
vides a perspective for making certain proclivities vivid, it start to break down irredeem-
ably with any close examination of the practices we have been locking at. For instance,
ethnographic tendencies that establish footholds in the everyday for the specific purpose of
uncovering an order that transcends the everyday usually leave something of the material
trace of this particularity (extracts from field journals, reported speech, and so onj. Simi-
larly those approaches that insist on the specificity of the micro-culture of everyday life
also, and necessarily, provide more general schemas of understanding. In fact it is hard to
imagine what the study of culture would look like if it did not at some point make general
connections at a level that transcends the particularity of the everyday.

[+ is also clear that for those that explicitly address the everyday (Lefebvre, say, rather
than Foucault) the difficulty and potential of navigating between the poles of particularity
and generality becomes a specific focus. For Henri Lefebvre dialectics had to be at the
centre of any engagement with the everyday. His explicit Marxism (both as a philoscphy
and as an activism) meant that his work gravitated towards stressing the general over the
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Alongside such micro-cultural questions we need to ask about the global extensiveness of
the everyday. Is everyday life, as a problematic constellation that informs the theorists we
have been looking at so far, something peculiar to European and US society? What hap-
pens when everyday life is viewed from ‘elsewhere’? How might we imadgine globalising the
study of everyday life?

Micro-cultural locations of the everyday

Tn an essay on representations of Paris in turn-of-the-century postcards (late nineteenth
and early twentieth century), Naomi Schor (1992) begins by suggesting that theories of
everyday life can be divided into two camps. On the one hand the everyday can be seen in a
‘feminine or feminist’ form that ‘links the everyday with the daily rituals of private life
carried out within the domestic sphere traditionally presided over by women’ (Schor 1992:
188). On the other hand lies the ‘masculine or masculinist’ version, where the everyday
exists in the ‘public spaces and spheres dominated especially, but not exclusively, in modern
Western societies by men’:

According to the one, the everyday is made up of the countless repetitive ges-
tures and small practices that fall under the heading of what the existentialists
called the contingent. According to the other, the everyday is made up of the
chance encounters of the streets: its hero is not the housewife but the fidneur.

(Schor 1992: 188)

For Schor (as for many other writers) such differences are marked by uneven attention: 'l
think it would be safe to say that the street versiaon of the everyday tends to prevail” (Schor
1992:189). Such splitting of the outside and the inside, the street and the home, does not
necessarily bracket-out actual lives (the house is occupied by both men and women, simi-
larly the street is used by men and women). Rather the street and the home become syn-
ecdoches pointing to particular orientations and evaluations of everyday life. Put simply it
can relate to the everyday as the realm of the repetitions, of habit, and the lack of value, or
the everyday as the heroic realm of modernity, where ‘we’ parry the shocks of the new and
encounter marvellous adventures on the street. As writers like Mike Featherstone (1995)
and Xiaobing Tang (see Chapter 13) have argued, the ‘heroic’ is dedicated to overcoming
everyday life, and in its connotations of masculinity might be seen to effectively accentuate
the everyday (the non-heroic) as feminine. Perhaps then those well-known accounts of
madernity, which evoke a heroism at the heart of the everyday, effectively shy away from
the everydayness of the everyday (for instance Baudelaire 1964). Undoubtedly the privil-
eging of ‘the heroic life’ has worked to exclude accounts of the everyday lives of women.

Schor’s response to this non-symmetrical division is not simply to side with the (dom-
inantly understood) feminine everyday (which might mean continuing a feminist historical
examination of the domestic) but to explore a form where two everydays collide — post-
cards of Paris at the turn of the century. Schor not only works to restore women’s position
in the streets of Paris (her postcards picture women cab drivers, for instance) but by
attending to the written message, she uncovers the registration of a domestic everyday as
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 17

but rather than simplifying our understanding of the everyday, it effectively complicates it.
[t might be that the spatiality of the daily (now more so than ever) evidences the multi-
plicity of ‘everydaynesses’ that congregate in the everyday environment. As Frank Mort
puts it in writing about ‘The Politics of Consumption’:

We are not in any simple sense ‘black’ or ‘gay’ or ‘upwardly mobile’. Rather we
carry a bewildering range of different, and at times conflicting, identities
around with us in our heads at the same time. There is a continual smudging of
personas and lifestyles, depending where we are (at work, on the high street)
and the spaces we are moving between.

(Mort 1989: 169)

The micro-geography of daily life provides a way of pluralising the self that a concentration
on ‘identity’ in the singular would miss. But it also continually finds evidence for the way
that identity categories animate such a geography. To make claims for everyday life being
in one place rather than another will avoid attending to the ‘movement of the daily’, and it
might be this movement, this continual drift of the daily, that is most difficult and most
productive to register.

Macro-cultural location of the everyday

It will become clear to anyone looking at the contents and permission pages of this Reader
that the vast majority of the chapters are European and North American in origin. Even those
chapters that are about everyday life in Japan or China have been produced in US universities
and publishing houses. Reflections on the problematics of everyday life are obviously not
imited to such locations, yet the work of translating and disseminating a truly global per-
spective has yet to be done. So in thinking about the macro-cultural location of the
everyday it is necessary to try to imagine what such a perspective might look fike.
Returning for a moment to the work of the French philosopher Henri Lefebvre it would
seem that he posits some form of ‘neo’-colonialism at the heart of the everyday. In his
1958 ‘Foreword’ to the Critique of Everyday Life, Lefebvre imagines an approach to
everyday life that would move from the daily activities at the level of specifically
individual experience (shopping, for instance) to the level of the supra-individual, for
instance, global financial markets (Lefebvre 1991: 57). Importantly Lefebvre insists on
the need to see the supra-individual already registered at the micro-cultural level of buying
some sugar. Here the particularity of Lefebvre’s example is significant: while sugar (in the
19505 at least) is the proverbial everyday commadity, to choose sugar Over, say, & French
cheese points to an important perspective for everyday life. The fact that sugar played a
significant role in the history of western colonialism inflects the daily life of Parisian shop-
pers with the continued colonialism articulated by the global market. For Lefebvre the end
of one stage of colonialism (marked by the successful liberation struggles of colonised
people) does not end colonialism. Instead, new forms of colonialism find new spatial forms.
For France this meant the concrete internalisation of colonial relations (as French urban
environments increasingly became characterised by ‘ethnic’ enclaves) alongside economic
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 19

temporary China. Kristin Ross’s claim (extracted from Benjamin and Lefebvre) that ‘the
moments when everyday life becomes the most vivid or tangible are the moments when
most people find themselves living more than one life’ (Ross 1992: 63) could have been
written for the blonde-haired youth of Beijing. It might be argued then that if everyday life
studies is interested in everyday life at its most vivid and intense, it will need to ‘travel’ to
those places where everyday life is at its most liminal.’

While these brief comments have hardly scratched the surface of the issues and poten-
tial surrounding the globalisation of an imagined everyday life studies project, it seems
clear that an everyday life approach to culture has the capacity to orient itself in more
global ways. How it will do this and what will happen when or if it does is the challenge
posed by the present.

How?

If (as I argued right at the start of this survey) everyday life is not simply a guantifiable,
transparent, palpable actuality to be straightforwardly mined for information, then the
question of how to register it needs to be posed. But this is not simply a methodological
guestion about how to eke out information from a shadowy and recalcitrant realm, it is
also (and necessarily) a question of how to present and articulate the daily (how to write it,
picture it and so on). Indeed the question of how to register the everyday might insist that
issues of method take place simultaneously at the level of our attention to the everyday and
in our representation of it. We have had a glimpse of the way that social science method-
ologies navigate across the dualities of relatively abstract categories (the particular and
the general for instance), but the everyday is also an eminently practical realm that needs
to pose the most practical questions to those who would try to present it. The everyday
might suggest approaches that dialectically grasp daily life across a number of different
registers, but the question of how these different registers will be practically knitted
together (in a book, essay, film, etc.) is clearly crucial. The ‘coherent narrative’ and the
‘rigorous argument’ have been the dominant forms encouraged by social science
approaches, but whether these forms of presentation fit the material world of everyday life
is, I would argue, in need of questioning. This is to place the question of form at the
forefront of everyday life theory. If it is not going continually to miss what it seeks, then
everyday life studies will need to consider both the form of the everyday and the forms
most adequate or productive for registering it.

Whether or not this is a question specific to everyday life, it seems clear that
the everyday poses it in a particularly vivid way. For instance the anthropologist Michael
Taussig asks:

But what sort of sense is constitutive of this everydayness? Surely this sense
includes much that is not sense so much as sensuousness, an embodied and
somewhat automatic ‘knowledge’ that functions like peripheral vision, not stud-
ied contemplation, a knowledge that is imageric and sensate rather than
ideational.

(Taussig 1992: 141)
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 21

function of denaturalising it, making it strange and unfamitiar. As we will see, such
procedures can be particularly useful in thinking about how to attend to the everyday.

But the project of inquiring into the poetics of the human sciences has usually been
restricted to the descriptive and critical analyses of texts. Much less emphasis has been
placed on the question of the generative potential of poetics for the human sciences.”
Unsurprisingly perhaps, the theoretical debates that were primarily concerned with the
generative potential of aesthetic procedures (as forms of inquiry, rather than simply
‘expression’) focused on practices of art production and filmmaking. These debates, par-
ticularly in the 1970s and 1980s concerning art and filmmaking, insisted on treating aes-
thetic procedures as forms of social practice and political engagement (particularly in
regard to Marxism and Feminism). For a number of artists, filmmakers and theorists
(such as Victor Burgin, Claire Johnston, Mary Kelly, Laura Mulvey, Griselda Pollock, Paul
Willemen, Peter Wolien and so on), aesthetic forms became a crucial aspect of studying
and articulating the social (see Pollock 1988a and Willemen 1994 for representative
accounts). The dramatist Bertolt Brecht, in particular, provided some initial forms and
procedures that could be adopted and adapted to articulate complex and provocative rep-
resentations of the dynamics of sexuality and class. This is not the place to recount these
various practices or to assess them in relation to everyday life, but it is worth considering
how someone like Brecht might be a resource, not simply for the production of dramatic or
artistic works, but for more prosaic attempts to register the daily. What might Brecht have
to offer the practice of cultural studies, for instance, in its attempt to articulate the every-
day? 1 want to suggest ways that Brechtianism might be a resource for articulating the
everyday, but, as a qualification, [ also want to suggest that Brechtianism (purposefully)
ignores certain issues concerning an aesthetics of daily life.

As already hinted at, the question of ‘making strange’ or ‘estrangement’ is going to be
a crucial tool for everyday life studies. Indeed as Fredric Jameson puts it in his book on
Brecht’s method: ‘the theory of estrangement, which always takes off from the numbness
and familiarity of everyday life, must always estrange us from the everyday’ {(Jameson
1998: 84). It is the everyday that receives our ‘daily inattention’ (Georges Bataille quoted
in Hollier 1993 14) and invites us to look elsewhere. It is to the everyday that we consign
that which no longer holds our attention. Things become ‘everyday’ by becoming invisible,
unnoticed, part of the furniture. And if familiarity does not always breed contempt, it does
encourage neglect. As Brecht suggests:

before familiarity can turn into awareness the familiar must be stripped of its
inconspicuousness; we must give up assuming that the object in question needs
no explanation. However frequently recurrent, modest, vulgar it may be it will

now be labelled as something unusual.
(Brecht 1964: 144)

How then do we strip the everyday of its inconspicuousness? By what means do we
resuscitate something that fails to interest us?

The antidote to our negligence towards the everyday is a kind of purposefully alienat-
ing perspective that refuses to utilise ready-made descriptions (see for instance the kind of
‘applied Brechtianism’ evident in Chapters 19, 20 and 21). The example that Brecht gives
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 23

A calculation based on very modest figures shows that the guantity of blood
shed each year in the slaughterhouses of Chicago is more than sufficient to
float five transatiantic liners.

(Sir William Earnshaw Cooper quoted in Bataille, et al. 1995: 57-8)

For Bataille such ‘base materialism’ (the name he accorded such cross-cultural matter-of-
fact-ness) hrought out a dimension of western everyday life continually suppressed by the
superimposition of ‘reason’ and ‘civility’. To make vivid the everyday required a savage
assault on notions of western decorum.

Estrangement for Brecht was intended to purposefully cut off the supply of pacifying
intoxicants that he claimed the theatre supplied to its audiences. Brecht argued that the
kinds of critical expertise voiced by audiences at sports events hardly ever came to the
surface at theatrical events. For Brecht, theatre audiences were being emotionally bham-
boozled by the tricks of naturalist theatre that encouraged empathy rather than thought.
He claimed that the theatre could perform such tricks only by systematically veiling its
form of production (its trickery). As an example Brecht suggests that no one would ever
think of hiding the light source for a sports event (an evening football match, for instance)
but that such subterfuge is basic to the dominant theatrical effect (Brecht 1964: 141).
Brecht’s theatre would refuse such subterfuge, lights would be seen, actors would ‘act’ as
actors (rather than pass themselves off as someone else) and the audience would be
confronted with palitical and ethical problems.

To export Brechtianism into the human sciences might at first glance seem unneces-
sary; after all, could reading a work of philosophy really be described as a pacifying experi-
ence? In many ways then a certain Brechtianism is already at work in the human sciences
as they set ahout guestioning and making-strange the world we inhabit, while also reveal-
ing their bag of tricks (by declaring research methodologies, for instance). Yet Brecht
encouraged a range of ‘interruptive’ strategies that would be set against the finality of
many presentations of the real world. By using a range of media (film, writing, music
and so on) and a range of genres (the Greek chorus, folk traditions, etc.) Brecht wove
together a montage that was aimed at conflict rather than resolution. And it might be that
in the practice of montage, whereby no single perspective or mode of presentation is ulti-
mately privileged, that everyday life studies could undertake a more pronounced form of
Brechtianism (purposefully offering plural and contradictory accounts of the everyday). In
supplying the theatre with a plethora of forms, and muitiple narratives stitched loosely
together, Brecht provides a way of presenting complex accounts of the social and everyday
world. By refusing the naturalism of the single narrative, and through techniques of inter-
ruption, Brecht leaves us with an account of the world decidedly unfinished and open to
exploration.

But Brecht’s orientation towards the use of different forms had an ultimately prag-
matic purpose. For Brecht the use of forms had to entertain (albeit didactically) and had
to become ‘popular’ with audiences (if they were not already) and if this did not happen
they had to be abandoned (Brecht 1964: 110-12). Indeed Brecht set his hat against
the kind of sensuous writing that might be thought most fitting to describe the everyday
(Brecht 1964: 109). For Brecht the question that Taussig poses about a mode of writing
contiguous with its object is avoided. Brecht’s theatre is dedicated to a promiscuity of
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 25

(crucially) in how the two were combined. For example the work of Edouard Manet and
Berthe Morisot (Figures 1.1 and 1.2) combined what might be thought of as a sketchy-ness
in rendering, with a certain everydayness in terms of subject matter. While neither sketchy-
ness nor everydayness was unfamiliar to the established world of Parisian art, the com-
bination of both, for a practice that was designed to compete with the kind of highly
accomplished historical painting (mainly of mythological subject matter) that dominated

Figure 1.1 Edouard Manet, Music in the Tuileries Gardens, 1862 (76 x 119 cm)
© National Gallery, London

Figure 1.2 Berthe Morisot, On a Summer’s Day, 1880 (46 x 75 cm) © National Gallery,
London
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 27

If modern everyday life can be described as an experiential realm that seemed more
feeting, less steady, than previous ways of life, then perhaps Manet and Morisot had found
an adequate style for rendering it through a style that also seems more fleeting and less
steady. But Clark is uneasy about making this leap too emphatically. Social historians of
art, like Tim Clark, have taken a more circumspect route to try to historicise the particu-
larity of impressionist paint-handling and its relation to its social (and everyday) moment.
For instance the adoption and adaption of this quick-fire paint style should tell us first of
all that traditional ways of painting no longer seemed available for picturing everyday
modernity. This then is not to claim that impressionism was adequate to everyday life,
merely that established ways of painting were terminally inadequate. If the impressionist
project was to register the modern everyday as vividly as possible, it had to try to find a
form that was at least not as inadequate as that which dominated the Salon. The mark-
making that results, the impromptu, brash, hesitant, abbreviated, rough, stuttering, flowing
paintwork, relates as much to the struggle to reimagine a painting practice as to the
experience of everyday life. What Clark seems to suggest is that the very hesitancy of these
paintings, their contradictory ambivalence between confident rendering and stuttering hesi-
tancy, has paralleis in everyday life. Rather than being wholly appropriate to a mode of
daily life, Morisot and Manet’s style registers the lack of possibility for there being a
wholly appropriate and adequate style either in painting or in daily life. Everyday life (and
by extension the business of getting it down on canvas) was just not settled enough for that.

Griselda Pollock has provided a feminist perspective for thinking about impressionism
and has provided accounts of women'’s impressionist practice that offer something of a
carrective to some of Clark’s main preoccupations (Pollock 1988h). But in similar ways to
Clark she is careful to suggest that a painting needs to be examined in terms of what it is
not like, and what it does not include, as well as what it is like and what it does inciude. For
Pollock the very subject matter (or more precisely the lack of subject matter) provides a
trace of the conditions of everyday life. Because Morisot did not paint the kind of public
displays of modernity (the café-theatre, the prostitutes and street scenes, and so on) we get
aclue as to the limitations for women at this time (confirmed by looking at other forms of
historical evidence). The coding of this spatial restriction though is not entirely absent
from the paintings themselves, and might be glimpsed in the number of paintings by women
impressionists that figure female subjects set in an environment that contains a barrier
between them and the public spaces beyond. Balustrades, balconies, benches and fences
reframe the female subjects within the frame of the painting. Again this is not a direct fit
between the ‘privacy’ of middle-class women’s everyday life and the materiality of the
painting, but something of the particularity of this everydayness is registered in formal and
structural ways.

So while we might not find in impressionist painting a perfectly adequate form we find
something that in its hesitancy and provisional execution is more suited to registering the
diverse everydayness of a moment of modernity. It is not surprising then that one of the
first philosophical attempts to come to grips with everyday modernity (Georg Simmel’s)
was referred to (often disparagingly) as philosophical impressionism (see Chapter 29).

Perhaps then we are back in the territory of making strange: Manet and Morisot, in
striving to reinvent painting, register the everyday in what seemed to be awkward and
strange (non-traditional) ways. The vividness of impressionist registering of everyday life is
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 29

should purposefully negate. For instance, is it symptomatic that the titles of everyday life
books seem to depend on the ‘and’ in their titles (photography and everyday life, fitm and
everyday life, history and everyday life, and so on)? Is this enacting a disciplinary status
qua, or does the everyday implicitly or explicitly disrupt the sense of stability that such
titles might at first suggest? Here is not the place to review this growing body of writing,
but it is the place to consider the potential of everyday life at this historical moment in
academic writing.

Perhaps everyday life, instead of being a distinctive intervention in the human sciences,
is best seen as a way of consolidating a number of symptomatic shifts in subject matter
and focus that have been underway during the 1990s. Identifying such shifts might provide
a way not just of indicating the potential of an everyday life perspective, but of situating
such a perspective within both a continuum and a discontinuum of academic interests. Or
to put it another way, it may begin to suggest how the ground was laid so that a renewal of
interest in the everyday could take root.

There may be a way of grouping some recent work in the human sciences under the
title ‘the return of the real’. What the various forms of ‘new historicism’ (see Veeser 19839
as an example) share with work on ‘the body’ (for instance, Featherstone et al. 1991),
despite all their genre differences, is an attempt to ground the study of culture more
emphatically in concrete phenomena. But this does not assume that there is a ‘truth’ of the
‘body’ or ‘history’ that will suddenly emerge once the outer shell of representation has
been pierced. In many ways what connects the disparate work signalled by these terms
(body or historicism, or even the city, etc.) is a frustration with the opposition implied by a
focus on re-presentation. 1t is, ironically, the refusal to assume that there is something else
there, that is being re-presented, that would activate a return of the real. For instance,
ecanomics might suggest a form of attention that would escape the cultural domain of
representation and access the real in more substantial and satisfying ways. Yet as Clark
has written:

It is one thing (and still necessary) to insist on the determinate welight in soci-
ety of those arrangements we call economic; it is another to believe that in
doing so we have poked through the texture of signs and conventions to the
bedrock of matter and action upon it. Economic life — the ‘economy’, the eco-
nomic realm, sphere, level, instance, or what-have-you — is in itself a realm of
representations. How else are we to characterize money, for instance, or the
commodity form, or the wage contract?

(Clark 1985a: 6)

[f this is drifting towards an understanding that there is no ‘outside’ to representation, then
this is only half the story. [f a provisional agreement is made about the extensiveness of
representation and its saturation of the social, then it might seem to make littie sense to
assume implicitly that ‘something’ is still out there being re-presented. [nstead it might
seem more feasible to suggest that the social is a culture of presentations and perform-
ances. And this in turn might mean that this world of presentations is the actual material
reality of social and cultural life.

So this is not to argue that the unmanageable diversity of these presentations should
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 31

everyday life studies is situated between the kinds of attention that would focus e/ther on
subjective experience or on the institutional frames of cultural life.

[t means attempting to grasp the everyday without relegating it either to insti-
tutional codes and systems or to the private perceptions of a monadic subject.
Between, for example, the traffic court and the angry driver who has received a
moving violation, we would need to evoke a complex realm of social practice
and to map out not merely a network of streets, but a conjunction of habit,
desire and accident.

(Kaplan and Ross 1987: 3)

Tt might be that, in trying to compose an archive of ‘habit, desire and accident’, we could
do worse than take as a starting point those complex imaginary investigations that go by
the name of ‘art’. Rather than treating art as high culture, requiring connoisseurship and
elaborate decoding, the everyday life archive would render relevant works as experimental
studies in the experiential realm of the daily.

It might also be tha,t in attending to the everyday, studies of daily culture will need to
look at those moments when everyday life breaks down, when everyday life becomes inter-
rupted and dysfunctional. In the same way that studies of the hody have focused on body
modification (prosthetics, for example: see Stelarc 1997) or self-induced pain, everyday
life studies might want to attend to daily life as it is wittingly and unwittingly disfigured.
The purposeful interventions in daily life concocted by the Situationists (see Chapter 23)
might serve as archetypes for experimental studies of daily life carried out in the field, so to
speak. Or the psychoanalytic archive might be plundered for accounts of the impossibility
of everyday life, when patients experience the everyday as a realm of obsession and horror.
Edgar Morin’s suggestions that ethnography should deal in extremes (rather than cultural
norms) and should experimentally intervene in daily life, seem particularly appropriate for
rethinking the study of everyday life (see Chapter 16).

But if everyday life studies might want to follow in the walke of some of the problems
suggested by ‘the body’ or ‘new historicism’, it also becomes clear that it establishes itself
in contradistinction to other tendencies within the human sciences.

Post-ism

Intellectual fife in the human sciences during the 1980s and 1990s (predominantly, though
not exclusively, in Europe and the USA) might be seen as characterised by posts: the most
pervasive ones heing the posts of poststructuralism and postmodernism. It is partly as a
response to these posts that the historicity of contemporary interest in the everyday might
be glimpsed most clearly. This is not to say that the everyday is necessarily a negation of
the orientation that these posts represent (though I think in some cases this may be true),
but that the everyday represents some kind of realignment of these loosely defined orienta-
tions. The everyday then might operate as some kind of antidote or corrective to what are
perceived to be the excesses of poststructuralism, without having to hand back all its (or
their) accomplishments. The move towards more historically grounded work (especially in
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QUESTIONING EVERYDAY LIFE 33

context of daily lifer 'l think it is at least empirically arguable that our daily life, our
psychic experience, our cultural languages, are today dominated by categories of space
rather than by cateqories of time’ (Jameson 1991 16). But everyday life departs from
postmodernism in an insistence not on the latest cultural phenomena, but on the range of
cultural experiences in circulation. In this it would want to argue that most people in the
world do not live the kinds of lives that postmodernism describes, and even those that might
seem to be in the thick of postmodernity would be unlikely to be full-time postmodernists.
By concentrating on the literal day-to-day (work, food, washing and so on) an everyday life
perspective can qualify the extensiveness of what goes by the name of the postmodern. In
this Terry Eagleton’s rejoinder to Lyotard is worth noting:

[t is not just that there are millions of other human subjects, less exotic than
Lyotard’s jet-setters, who educate their children, vote as responsible citizens,
withdraw their labour and clock in for work; it is also that many subjects live
more and more at the points of contradictory intersection between these two
definitions.

(Eagleton 1986: 146)

If postmodernism is interested in the plurality of cultural experiences on offer, everyday life
studies need to pluralise this plurality, so to speak, by insisting on the persistence of more
residual cultures.

Everyday life, then, as a specific theoretical orientation has not necessarily required a
turning away from postmodernism and poststructuralism (although, for some, this might
seem a very attractive proposition). What it has required is a regrounding of such interests
in the materiality of culture. It might, however, be the case that when the guestion of
everyday life is raised there is simply too much going on to spend time mounting stringent
critiques of deconstruction (say) or other poststructuralist approaches. Everyday life stud-
ies might (it is hoped) get so wrapped up in its attempts to give account of the overlooked,
that the conventional academic business of painstakingly arguing against intellectual
positions you do not hold might itself get overlooked.

Nctes

1 Perhaps there is a missing question here, namely the guestion of ‘when’? Elsewhere (Highmore
2002, especially Chapter 1) 1 have argued that while everyday life is not limited to modernity in any
essential way, the qualitative changes in time and space brought about by industrialisation consti-
tute a shift in the patterns of daily life. These qualitative shifts and the emergent culture that
proceeded them (such as leisure time, commuting and 50 on) make it problematic to think of every-
day life as a category that can usefully be applied across history. As such, everyday life might hest be
reserved for naming the lived culture of modernity.

2 The idea that non-western cultures were backward or undeveloped turns on the helief that ‘spatial
distance’ can be transiated into *historical distance’. In fact, Victorian anthropology was often prac-
tised as a form of archeology of past or residual cultures that anachronistically persist in the pres-
ent. That such forms of anthropology were informed by a social Darwinian understanding of the
evolution of cultures, and that this was linked to the bigger project of colonial domination of non-
western cultures, is often the basis for critical investigation of anthropology’s history (sce Asad
1973; Auge 1999a; Fablan 1983).
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