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America. 
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our research needs to be shifted from the shaped or transformed individual to the social processes
of shaping and transforming.
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“The exchange of enthusiasms among adolescents is educative.”
Lawrence Cremin (1976, 50)

“If it was meant to be you shouldn’t fight like that.”
Pia (first-year student at Big Fir)

The statement in the second epigraph above was collected during my
fieldwork among college students in the United States. It will not be sur-
prising to people familiar with America to read that Pia was commenting
on the romantic relationship of another student on her dormitory floor.
Indeed, that college students in dormitories should talk about each
other’s romantic entanglements may seem too trivial to be the focus of
research. But what does this statement tell us about (1) the relationship
between the participants in the conversation (Pia, “you,” the note-taking
anthropologist, and so on) and (2) the relationship between “you” and a
contested boyfriend? What does it tell us about the properties of these
relationships and their impact on the unfolding of everyday interaction?
How is one to account for the fact that, even as they may take the mean-
ing of such statements for granted, these students make them again and
again as if they were instructing each other? And, practically, what means
did these students use to transform each other? In answering these ques-
tions, I show how the statements that students make to one another are
instrumental in the construction of the particular social reality in which
the students are immersed (who they are “friends” with at this moment
in their lives). And I look at such statements, at the time when they are
made, as “instructions” within longer, “educational” sequences between
specific sets of “friends.”

The general question of this article concerns how people in America
find out about “friendship” and “love.” Note that I say “find out,” not
“learn.” When the question is phrased as a matter of individual learning
(enculturation, socialization), how to answer it is already constituted by
the question: children in America, one at a time, watch movies and tele-
vision, listen to songs, possibly overhear conversations by parents, siblings
and other kin, so that, sometime between ages 13 and 19, they are, per-
sonally, transformed into people who “know about love.” However, inves-
tigating such a personal transformation, even if it does happen, tells us
little about the process of finding out that “love” is something that a spe-
cific person must be concerned with at a specific time. Nor does focusing
on “the learning of a single individual” bring out what we notice in obser-
vation over time, which is that such learning, even if it can be positively
shown to occur, is never final.

“Finding out,” on the other hand, is a more useful term for describing
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what we observe about people in interaction because it implies an ongo-
ing and ubiquitous social process. Continually (if we look for it), people
act, and then other people “instruct” them about whether their actions
are (or were) “right” or “wrong” on any number of axes. This activity con-
stitutes the actual social context in which all parties must interact on a
daily basis, while at the same time constructing (establishing, reinforcing,
destroying) relationships between the parties. In the United States, two
of these relationships, “friendship” and “love,” are singled out as special
because they index the powerful ideological discourses of equality, mutu-
ality, and individual freedom. What this means, in everyday life, is that
people in the United States are held accountable to both friendship and
love. This accountability produces the paradox that drives this research:
How are these relationships enforced on people?

In this article, I discuss findings from a nine-month study of college stu-
dents in a freshman dormitory in the United States. Most of the data are
drawn from participant observation of the twenty-four 18- and 19-year-
olds with whom I lived on the fifth floor of Tower Dorm at a school I call
Big Fir. I wanted to observe people creating social relationships from
scratch, and a college dorm provides an excellent opportunity to do just
that. All the students on my floor had been randomly assigned to live
together, and none knew one another before the first day of school. As a
result, on that day, the students and I were all “friendless,” and all whom
I got to know set about creating relationships with one another. Nine
months later, we all had made friends with people on the floor, we were
known to have made friends, we were discussed in terms of the friends we
had or had not made. And some of the students had developed and
ended publicly acknowledged “special” relationships of friendship and
love, and all shadings in between. The set of these publicly acknowledged
relationships is what I define here as “relationships of sentiment.” The
movement in and out of these relationships, to the extent that it was pub-
licly discussed (evaluated, rationalized, reflected on) is what I refer to as
“sentimental education.”

The argument proceeds in two steps. First, I briefly discuss my own
experience with the initial stages of making relationships. Then I exam-
ine how people in my study interacted with one another around matters
of “romance” and thereby constituted a particular form of relationship
they referred to as “friendship.” To do this, I analyze conversations
between three girls: Jenny, Pia, and Norah. Excerpts from their conversa-
tions demonstrate coercion, correctives, and sanctions occurring with
regularity. My own experiences would suggest that many of the things
these girls said to one another were “unfriendly,” yet these girls never
pointed at these behaviors as evidence that they were not “friends.” I sug-
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gest, in fact, that in this context and in this group, conversational
instructing, coercing, or sanctioning practically constituted the friend-
ship. And through this practical activity, these so-constituted friends
deliberately attempted to change one another around their relationships
of sentiment (both friendship and romance). I argue that it is possible
that this ongoing sentimental education is what generations of
researchers on the ideological power of “love in America” have been talk-
ing about (Lynd and Lynd 1929/1956; Schneider 1968/1980; Varenne
1977; Moffatt 1989; Holland and Eisenhart 1990; Swidler 2001).

The article has three main parts. First, I sketch how I myself was first
caught in the friendship web and discovered how even my 30 years of life
experiences (including all I “knew” about “making friends” in high
school, college, graduate school, and beyond) were not fully enough to
make an effortless entry into the lives of the students I met in this dorm.
This serves as a brief example of my analytic process in this research.
Second, I provide an overview of my theoretical framework and contrast
my work with other research on friendship. Third, I present an extended
case study involving three girls discussing and participating in the process
that led to a major change in the love relationships of one of them. In
conclusion, I reemphasize that, as I watched the pair Jenny/Karl dissolve
and the pair Jenny/Eric arise, I continually ran into the small group that
included Jenny, Pia, and Norah (who called each other “friends”).

“MAKING FRIENDS” ON CAMPUS

New first-year college students have something in common: they must all
deal with what they find waiting for them when they arrive on campus,
what is now often referred to in organizational literature as the “culture”
of that school. Finding out “how things are done” in that context is what
allows students to lay claim to being a part of that group—to speak of
themselves and others as “Yalies,” “Grinnellians,” or “Firries” (in the case
of Big Fir). The data I gathered at Big Fir consisted of ordinary practical
actions in the context of college, like “partying,” studying, dating, and
making friends. The historical discourse of college life suggests that these
behaviors would be observable at any college in the country. They are
certainly a matter of much concern because they can be considered
either fully appropriate or, on the contrary, dangerous to the well-being
of those involved. However, making friends, though ubiquitous, is rarely
studied as a practical activity. Interestingly, the term itself implies a
degree of deliberateness that fits well within an American individualistic
discourse in which a person actively sets out to make friends. As I discov-
ered, however, it seems that “making friends” is more of a cultural imper-
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ative; it is something that everyone is liable to be caught by, even against
one’s will. My own experiences with the formation of relationships of sen-
timent during this study may serve as an example of both deliberate
attempts to make friends and of being caught by friendship. It will also
serve as an example of how something as seemingly simple as making
friends—which I, as a 30-year-old American, might have been assumed to
have done many times over—is not necessarily something I can be said to
“know” how to do.

I went to Kat’s room to ask her something and found her on the
phone and her friend Laura sitting on her couch bed. It
appeared from Kat’s tone that something was wrong. I talked to
Laura for a minute, and when Kat got off the phone I asked her
what was the matter. She told me to sit down. Then she said, “Are
you just going to use this for your study?” I asked her what she
meant. She said, “You like me, right? You’re my friend, right?”

This interaction with Kat occurred 12 days into the school year and
highlights both a central difficulty of doing research and a key element
of relationships of sentiment in America. By definition, a researcher
establishes a relationship with his or her informants simply by undertak-
ing a study. Even the most supposedly impersonal methods, like surveys
and questionnaires, create a relationship of researcher and subject even
if the two parties never meet. And this relationship, like all relationships,
has its own historical discourse available to all parties for use in making
meaning out of the interaction. 

One of my contentions in this work is that colleges are contexts in
which students can be “caught”1 by certain relationships of sentiment,
most commonly friendship. As shown in the excerpt from my field notes
above, I too was eligible to be caught by friendship in the course of my
everyday interactions with students. In other words, for me, as for the stu-
dents I observed, friendship was revealed to be relevant in the context of
our dorm floor on an ongoing basis. The excerpt above is an example of
how its relevance was revealed socially, and a reminder (for me) that I
could not ignore it even if I wished to. And I did wish to. Indeed, I had
hoped upon entering the field to pass as a researcher; I thought that stu-
dents might find me interesting, cool, or nice, but that I would largely be
able to observe without being made accountable to relationships of sen-
timent with my informants.

To trace how I found myself in the above situation on only the 12th day
of school, I consulted my field notes. Two days before school started, I
went to the college to begin moving my belongings into my room. Kat
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came over and introduced herself. Not only was she the floor resident
advisor (RA), but she was also my next-door neighbor with whom I
shared a bathroom. She asked if I could have a meeting with her and the
assistant director (AD) of housing. I said yes, and Kat called the AD, who
was available. The AD came upstairs, and the three of us had a meeting
immediately in the floor lounge during which we discussed what I was
doing there and how my research might affect interpersonal relations on
the floor. After the meeting, Kat told me that she was worried about me
before she met me, but now that she had, she was “confident that every-
thing will be okay.” She said, “I thought you wouldn’t be cool, but you
are.” I said, “Thank you” and did not pursue the topic. Kat asked me
some questions about how I decided on Big Fir, which I answered. She
then began telling me about her life: where she was from, what she
thought of Big Fir, what she thought of people from this state as opposed
to her home state, and what she thought my project would be like. I
returned to campus early in the morning on the day that students moved
in and saw Kat periodically when she came back to her room. When I saw
her, I offered her a cupcake, and she told me what she thought about the
people she was helping to move into the dorm. Later that day, she invited
me to have dinner with her and the other RAs. On the second day of
school, I was writing field notes in my room when Kat came over. She
stood by my desk and said she was “really upset” about Van, because “he
keeps speaking to me in this tone of voice like he thinks I’m his mom.”
She asked for my advice. I told her to tell that same story to him and
offered her a cookie. She went and spoke to Van and then came back and
told me that he had apologized and that she was happy she had talked to
him.

It appears from this short case study that observable behavior can be
made relevant to a process of meaning-making at any time. Kat’s quote
above effectually demanded that meaning be made of my behaviors of
the preceding days. I had shared food with her, talked about problems
and feelings, and given advice (which she had taken). The transforma-
tion of these behaviors into markers of sentiment (i.e., that I “liked” her)
is, in this case, a seemingly “normal” process; certainly neither Laura nor
I treated her statements as inappropriate. Indeed, I was compelled by
that situation to personally face how relationships of sentiment (friend-
ship and romance) are revealed by students working together in the
course of their everyday lives and how those relationships are made—
immediately and even urgently—relevant to a given context.

Getting caught in relationships of sentiment with students was not the
only pitfall I faced during this study. The opposite—not getting caught—
had the potential to be just as problematic. I realized during the course



1688 Teachers College Record

of my research that most of the work and talk I was interested in took
place in small groups, between people who referred to one another as
friends. Being excluded from some of the small groups on my floor in
which this work might have been taking place was a consequence of not
establishing a relationship with every student. And indeed, I did not
establish relationships with all the students on my floor. Certain students
did not do what Kat (and others) had done, such as sharing food with
me, asking me for advice, or engaging in “problem” and “feeling” talk.
Pia and Norah were two of these, at least for most of the first half of the
year. When I approached them, they smiled and answered all my ques-
tions but did nothing else. Our interactions felt awkward to me, as illus-
trated by the next example.

One night early in the year when I saw that Pia and Norah’s door was
open, I put my head in and said hi. Norah was reading on her bed, and
Pia was not there. I asked Norah how she was doing. She said, “Fine.” I
said I was just wandering around and thought I’d say hi. She said, “I
understand.” There was a moment of silence, then I said goodbye and
left. Norah and Pia never behaved in a way that I recognized as
“unfriendly,” but it did not seem to me like we were friends. And despite
my efforts, I could not establish a relationship with them by myself.

The night that a relationship was established between me and Pia and
Norah is instructive as an illustration of the unique, unrepeatable,
unforeseeable nature of situated practical action. The evening of
Thursday, November 15, was a particularly eventful night on my floor. I
arrived at about 11 p.m. and walked around the floor: 

I went to Karl and Trace’s room. I talked with them for a long
time and watched a movie with Trace. I left Trace and Karl’s
room and walked into the hall just as a bunch of people crowded
into it. Jenny was there in her nightgown. “What’s going on?” I
asked. “Andrew just put a hole in the wall of the lounge,” Jenny
said. “What?” everyone said, and we all walked to the lounge.
People were running around and everyone was talking at once.
I asked where the hole was. Someone pulled aside a couch cush-
ion and showed me a hole about two inches wide. I asked what
happened and someone said he threw a chair. “He’s drunk,” sev-
eral people said. I asked, “Where is he now?” and they said in Pia
and Norah’s room. I went down the hall and Kevin was standing
guard with his big stick. I went past him into the room. Pia and
Norah were on their respective beds and Andrew was lying on
the floor in the fetal position, covered with a coat. A girl I’d
never seen before was kneeling by him, stroking his head. I said,
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“What’s going on in here?” The girl said Andrew wasn’t feeling
well. I asked who she was and she said she was a friend from his
floor. I said, “Maybe he should go home.” The girl said, “Come
on sweetie, let’s go.” Andrew mumbled something about shoes in
a high-pitched, childlike voice. The girl helped him get his shoes
on while I went over to Norah and asked how she was doing. She
said fine. In a minute the girl helped Andrew up and they went
out, past Kevin, and down the hall. Norah, Pia and I raced out
into the hallway, where almost everyone on the floor had con-
verged. Kat was there, looking pissed off. She asked what had
happened and someone said Andrew showed up really drunk
and had thrown the coffee table at Kevin, then threw a chair into
the wall, which is what made the hole. Everyone resolved into
small groups: Jenny, Barbara, Becky, Monica, and Evan in the
lounge; Hannah, Michelle, Karl, and Trace in the hall in front of
Hannah and Michelle’s room; and Norah and Pia in their room.
Kat went away with the other RA who showed up to deal with the
problem. I went into Pia and Norah’s room and shut the door.
The Indigo Girls swelled loudly from next door. I said, “What’s
up with that?” Norah said, “They do that every night at about this
time.” (It was about 2 a.m.). I rolled my eyes. Pia said, “I’m really
glad that you’re not really tight with them,” pointing next door
to Hannah and Michelle’s room. I said, “I am Switzerland.” Pia
said, “Ever since the day I met Hannah—yuck!” Norah said, “And
they never clean the bathroom!” I said they were going to call the
police on Andrew for assault. Pia immediately said, “Thanks for
getting him out of our room.” Norah said, “We didn’t know what
to do, he just came in and laid on the floor.” I sat in Norah’s desk
chair and said everyone was freaking out over nothing. Norah
said, “Andrew is such a faker.” I said, “I thought I was the only
one who knew that he was faking!” Norah said, “Those girls don’t
know.” I assumed she meant the B’s (Becky, Jenny, Barbara, and
Monica), and agreed that they have probably not seen enough
drunk people to know what they were seeing. 

As with most social events, the course of my interaction with Pia and
Norah was largely unexpected and unplanned. When I walked into Pia
and Norah’s room, I had been planning to say something about Andrew.
However, the music from next door was so loud that I spoke without
thinking and in a disparaging tone of voice. I interpreted Norah’s tone
of voice in her response to me—“they do that every night at about this
time”—as long suffering. I commiserated with her with the physical act of
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rolling my eyes. Pia immediately responded by saying she was glad I was-
n’t “really tight” with them. My response, “I am Switzerland,” was an
attempt at a joke and an attempt to literally tell them that I wanted to
think of myself as neutral—that is, as not particularly close with anyone.
I do not know how Pia and Norah apprehended my comment, but they
both immediately began complaining about Michelle and Hannah.
Something about the situation as it stood at that moment seemed to
make it appropriate for them to complain about their neighbors to me,
perhaps because I had complained first. When I changed the subject, Pia
thanked me, then Norah and I had an exchange about Andrew and the
Bs. During this exchange, I recognized that Norah was talking to me
about what she thought about others, which she had never done before;
in fact, we were having a conversation about what we thought about other
people.

This interaction reminds me of Sahlins’s “structure of the conjunc-
ture,” in which new types of social interactions lead to social change
(1981). The types of talk in that exchange were different from our previ-
ous exchanges, and seemed to contain more personal information, espe-
cially thoughts and opinions about others. After that night, Pia and
Norah began engaging in some of the behaviors with me that others
had—sharing food, asking for advice, and “problem” and “feeling” talk.
The different types of talk used in that interaction seemed to me to have
opened the door for the establishment of relationships of some sort
between us. Future interactions now had the potential to be further
instances in these relationships, whereas they never had before.

Before I turn to my case study, I would like to elaborate further on the
theoretical framework with which I am attempting to analyze the data I
collected. In the next two sections, I will discuss what I mean by “educa-
tion” and also examine the popular and scholarly discourses of friend-
ship in more detail. 

EDUCATION, OR INSTRUCTED ACTION

As theorists since G. H. Mead have suggested (1934), it takes three “peo-
ple” to construct cultural meaning out of any given situation. Arensberg
(1977) suggested that this idea was of particular importance for anthro-
pologists: “Cultural anthropology must consider three or more persons:
the transmitter, the learner, and the sanctioner of cumulative tradi-
tion”(120). It is interesting to note that in this statement Arensberg terms
the second person the “learner.” This is somewhat surprising for anthro-
pology because traditional discourses of culture transmission in this dis-
cipline have tended toward theories of socialization or enculturation and
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have not generally embraced the language of education. Even those
working in the field of education have tended to use ideas of socialization
and enculturation, which posit an internalization of beliefs and values.
But in the last 30 years, Bourdieu’s (1977/1990) contention that students
“possess” cultural capital has begun to be challenged, and the province
of “education” has begun to be more widely extended outside the school.
Mehan, for example, suggests that participation in a local culture is a
more helpful description of individual action in situated activity than pos-
session, partially because it allows for what is observable: the same people
behaving differently in different contexts. Mehan (1987) notes that
“effective participation in the classroom entails recognizing different
contexts for interaction, and producing behavior that is appropriate for
each context” (124).

In this issue, we take seriously Cremin’s (1976) definition of education
and his contention that it occurs in many contexts other than the school.
In his discussion, Cremin makes it clear that the operative word in this
definition is deliberate and contrasts this with academic discourse, which
has long treated the educative aspects of institutions other than schools
as “incidental.” Taken together, Mehan (1987) and Cremin suggest that
interaction in all contexts has the potential to be educative and that the
nature of such educative interaction is the production of behavior appro-
priate to the particular context. In a discussion of situated activity in con-
text, Lave reinforces this idea with her suggestion that “participation in
everyday life may be thought of as a process of changing understanding
in practice, that is, as learning” (Chaiklin and Lave, 6).

If we accept this line of thinking, it appears that we may find “learners”
everywhere; any person going about his or her daily business may
become a learner at any time. Who, then, are the “teachers” in everyday
life? This article expands on the notion that education is a process that
occurs between people in a variety of relationships and in a variety of con-
texts. However, in explicating this theoretical notion, we cannot ignore
that teacher and learner, in American culture, carry a particular weight
in the discourses in which they are found. Words like “friend” or “lover”
carry a different kind of weight. To the extent that we consider that all
human interactions are built on general processes that we are trying to
illuminate, we must briefly face one particular cultural arbitrary, that of
America, that makes it difficult to account for some of the most common
of possible interactions. It is all the more difficult that both the
teacher/student and the friend/friend relationships, as constituted in
the United States, are so extremely sensitive as to have been a matter of
state concern from the onset. On one side, particular legitimacy is
granted to particular persons at particular times and within particular
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institutional hierarchies to do certain labeled things to other persons.
That is, in state-licensed schools, state-certified teachers, controlled by
administrators and elected officials during class time, interact in specific
ways with people thereby made into students. The very same people at
other times may be parents and children to each other, friends, and even
lovers (though this can be very controversial indeed!). Above all, the
teacher/student relationship is asymmetrical. As Varenne and Kelly
(1976) noted, teachers can and should be friendly with students, but they
cannot be “friends.”

Conversely, friendship is a relationship between equals and thus does
not lend itself easily to the vocabulary of education with respect to teach-
ing and learning. Cultural assumptions about relationships of sentiment
do not grant legitimacy to deliberate attempts to change understanding
between “friends.” And yet, I observed such deliberate attempts on a reg-
ular basis.

The point here is not to collapse the distinction between teacher and
friend. It is not to point at its cultural roots, nor otherwise deconstruct
either teaching or friendship. Rather, it is to search for a better way to
account for the properties of friendship as a practical, social activity in
the United States. This is what led me to build on Mehan, Lave, and oth-
ers to explore the implications of focusing on what people actually do
when they find themselves in a relationship of friendship—that is, for def-
initional purposes, the kind of relationship in which the question, “We
are friends, aren’t we?” eventually controls everything that happens.

Asking the question, answering it, and justifying one’s action in terms
of any of the discourses that will be mutually accepted as answering it
(even if negatively) together constitute, from my point of view, a complex
interactional field maintained by what I find useful to refer to as “instruc-
tions” (Garfinkel 2002). These instructions, as a set and over the course
of many specific conversations, educate the participants about friend-
ship, love, and the vicissitudes of both. As noted earlier, it was Cremin
(1976) who first suggested that peer groups can be sites of deliberate
education. It is particularly apt that he referred to the educative activity
of young people as “the exchange of enthusiasms,” because the students
I observed often displayed great zeal in their attempts to change one
another’s understanding, particularly in the context of romance. This
was most frequently accomplished by the indexical referencing of cul-
tural ideals, or stereotypes: people not only told each other what to do
and what not to do, and they told each other why what they were doing
was right or wrong. Despite the difficulties caused by using the language
of education in this context, I refer to the work that the residents of the
dorm did together as their “sentimental education,” an educational
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process in which they found themselves alternatively in the roles of both
teacher and student.

WHAT DOES “FRIENDSHIP” LOOK LIKE?

Historically and popularly, the relationship of friendship is presented,
when it is brought to discursive expression, as (1) sentimental, or based
on personal sentiment or feeling and (2) ideally one of equality; there
are no inherent power differentials between friends, as there are between
teachers and students. Current anthropological and mainstream socio-
logical writing on the topic of friendship tends to engage the term in the
first sense, as ultimately reflective of the internal state of the individual;
people who feel an emotion like caring toward one another are friends.
In this kind of literature, “friendship” is rarely, if ever, defined, being
more commonly treated as if some definition of it exists. For example, in
a recent volume of sociological studies of friendship, the focus of the vol-
ume is said to be “how social structural or cultural variables influence an
individual’s friendship behavior” (Adams and Allan 1998, 6). Other aca-
demic studies of friendship elaborate on matters related to it in common
discourse, for example, how well friends “support” one another (Oliker
1989). In a passage from The Anthropology of Friendship, we are told that
“From our friends, we hope to derive emotional support, advice and
material help in times of need” (Bell and Coleman 1999, 1). It appears
that neither the lack of a definition of friendship nor the assumption of
some kind of a norm for friendship behavior is expected to pose a prob-
lem for the reader. However, few of these studies, even the ones that pur-
port to use empirical data, attempt to engage with what such friendship
relationships might consist of or look like in practice.

One exception to this is found in Moffatt’s (1989) study of the “friend-
liness” that he observed between students he studied at Rutgers
University in 1981. He called friendliness “the fundamental code of eti-
quette among the students” (44), while explaining that because friendli-
ness is etiquette, “it does not always mean that the person who is acting
friendly wants or expects to be friends” (44). He also suggested that
friendliness can be defined in terms of particular observable behaviors:

To act friendly is to give regular abbreviated performances of the
standard behaviors of real friendship—to look pleased and
happy when you meet someone, to put on the all-American
friendly smile, to acknowledge the person you are meeting by
name (preferably by the first name, shortened version), to make
casual body contact, to greet the person with one of the two or
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three conventional queries about the state of their “whole self”
(“How are you?” “How’s it goin’?” “What’s new?”) (43–44, italics
original).

The point on which Moffatt and I differ is his contention that “the stan-
dard behaviors of real friendship” are more elaborate versions of the
behaviors of “friendliness.” On the contrary, my research suggests that
what takes place between people who refer to one another as friends does
not always look like friendly behavior. Moffatt’s classification of friendli-
ness as social etiquette, or behaviors appropriate to particular social situ-
ations, however, is quite useful to this study. In this article, I propose to
show that friendship may be defined as behaviors appropriate to particu-
lar contexts, even when those behaviors are not entirely friendly.

In idealized discourse, friendship in America is a relationship between
equals. Power dynamics between people in such relationships are rarely
dealt with theoretically because of the clash of ideals involved: although
the term “peer pressure” exists, it is almost never analyzed in detail as an
everyday practice, but rather as an aberration—a “mis-” behavior. The
apparent ubiquity (from my observations) of nonideal friendship behav-
ior in actual practice suggests that it might be more theoretically fruitful
to approach this behavior as an inherent part of the relationship. Instead
of dismissing this behavior as abnormal, we could ask how these behav-
iors are used by students who call each other friends as tools, both sup-
portively and coercively, in the course of achieving those very relation-
ships (and other relationships of sentiment). Studies of friendship in
practice are few and far between, and the theoretical clash of ideals often
causes those who study relationships of sentiment to have a difficult time
making sense of their results. An example of this is found in the seminal
book Educated in Romance, in which anthropologists Holland and
Eisenhart (1990) stated that they set out to study “why so few American
college women were going into the high-paying traditionally male-domi-
nated fields of math and science” (3). Their focus was on “how the cul-
turally constructed world of romance relates to women’s school careers”
(9). The data they gathered mirrored my findings in two respects: first,
that women’s peer relationships are significant to their romantic relation-
ships and, second, that women behave coercively toward one another in
the context of both these relationships.

Holland and Eisenhart (1990) suggested that students constrain one
another to participate in what they call the “culture of romance,” which
they explain as consisting of “constant evaluations of [the students’]
worth on the basis of their sexual appeal to men” (21). Rather than pur-
suing how these constraints might be achieved in practice, however, the
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authors suggest that this is so because peers become “mediators” of patri-
archy: “We came to see that for women of the age we studied, it was peers,
not school or community authorities, who were the primary mediators of
gender oppression and patriarchy” (20).

Holland and Eisenhart (1990) found coercion between women, and
they related this coercion to student concern with romance. The invoca-
tion of patriarchy to explain this coercion makes sense in the context of
American culture, because without empirical data on the women’s rela-
tionships in practice, they had no other conceptual tools to use to explain
coercive behavior between people who refer to one another as friends.
Indeed, Holland and Eisenhart’s difficulty, it seems, stems largely from
this uncontested ideal of friendship in academic and popular discourse.
They described the relationships between the women they studied as not
fully trusting, supportive, or caring, and smacking of “utility”—all of
which are antithetical to ideals of friendship in American academic and
popular discourse. They seem to contend that because these relation-
ships do not fit the ideal of friendship, they are “weak and secondary” to
the women’s “primary” relationships (which are posited to be those with
men).

My theoretical framework would make it hard for me to make judg-
ments about how the women in my study ranked their relationships of
sentiment, although to say that romantic relationships are more romantic
than friendships (from the standpoint of cultural ideals, that is) seems
hard to argue against. However, the women in my study who called each
other friends and deliberately attempted to change one another’s behav-
ior were in relationships with one another that had continuity over time
and could not be ignored. Whether their feelings for men were more
important to them cannot be answered using my methodology. What I
can say, though, is that the women in relationships of friendship with one
another continually sought out one another’s company, day after day,
consistently returning to participate in those relationships even when the
behavior they faced from their friends was less than friendly. This leads
me to believe that this behavior is not aberrant but appropriate to the
relationship of friendship, and that the activity of educating one another
about “romance”—in the context of those relationships of friendship—is
legitimate and appropriate behavior for American college students.

CASE STUDY: JENNY, NORAH, PIA, KARL, AND ERIC

I lived on the fifth floor of Tower Dorm, a freshman-only dormitory on
the campus of Big Fir College, for one school year. All 22 students on the
floor were first-year students, with the exception of the resident advisor
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(RA), who was a sophomore. As is done at most residential colleges, stu-
dents were assigned to rooms randomly, so they had to make new rela-
tionships with the people that they found at school when they arrived.
Both the students and the college appeared to expect these new students
to make friendships with one another, and indeed the students quickly
“buddied up,” most often with their roommates (with some exceptions).
By the end of the first week, observable groupings had been established
based simply on the amount of time spent together. This case study
focuses on one of these groupings in particular. Jenny lived on one side
of the fifth floor in a cul-de-sac behind the kitchen with four other girls.
These girls spent all their time together and became known on the floor
as “the kitchen girls.” Pia and Norah were roommates who lived on the
other side of the floor and did not associate with “the kitchen girls,” and
in fact had been heard (by me) to make mildly disparaging remarks
about them. This configuration prevailed for the better part of three
months, until in December two events occurred that seemed to change
things around on the floor somewhat.

One night I went over to Pia and Norah’s room and saw Nick, a boy
who also lived on the floor, in Pia’s bed with Pia. I then walked over to my
side of the floor and saw a strange boy coming out of Jenny’s room. A few
minutes later, Jenny told me that this was her “on-again, off-again
boyfriend” from home, Karl, and that things were “on again.” I asked
Jenny if she knew about Pia and Nick, and she said that she had been
“enlisted” by Pia to “help get them together” last week, because “Nick was
being an idiot.” Jenny told me a story about herself and the rest of “the
kitchen girls,” saying publicly that Nick should move into Monica’s old
room (Monica had just moved out). Jenny said that Pia had gotten upset
with them, and in the course of finding out why Pia was upset, Jenny had
discovered that Pia was interested in Nick and had been enlisted by her
to help.

On top of the information concerning new “romances” between Nick
and Pia, and Jenny and Karl (whom I had never heard of before), I was
surprised to hear that Pia and Jenny had had a conversation. I was partic-
ularly interested that Pia had seemingly attempted to forge an alliance
with Jenny by asking for her help with Nick. Shortly thereafter, I wit-
nessed an interaction between Jenny and Pia for the first time. Four of us
were sitting in the lounge, and Evan said, “Is Karl still here?” Jenny said,
“No, he left earlier. I sent him home because his computer was in the
front seat of his car and I was worried about it.” Pia shook her head and
said, “I don’t approve of him.” Jenny said something I couldn’t hear. Pia
said, “I never have approved of him.” Jenny said, “Why not?” Pia said,
“I’ve heard your stories . . . I don’t like these on-again, off-again
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boyfriends.” Jenny said, “It’s my fault . . . I’m the one who calls it off . . .
we have these huge fights and then I leave and then I come crawling
back.” Pia said, “If it was meant to be, you shouldn’t fight like that.”

In her final comment, Pia indexed a moral “truth” to sanction Jenny’s
relationship with Karl. It is notable that Pia does not simply use words
that specify “right” or “wrong” behavior. Rather, she uses a particular
phrase often found in Western discourses of romantic love such as fairy
tales: “meant to be.” Pia’s statement to Jenny implied (to me, at least)
that the reported “fighting” between Jenny and Karl suggests that their
relationship is not meant to be. Because ethnomethodology suggests that
there is no real moral order other than that which members make rele-
vant to one another in the production of local order, Pia’s invocation of
a moral sanction on Jenny’s behavior thus is the moral order that Jenny
is then and there being held accountable to; it is, at that moment and for
all practical purposes, that which she cannot ignore. Jenny in fact did not
ignore Pia’s comments, but rather proceeded to explain her actions as if
she had been called upon to do so.

During the third quarter of the school year, after winter break, Jenny,
Pia, Norah, Nick, and Pia’s ex-boyfriend Eric spent a great deal of time
together either in Pia and Norah’s room or in the lounge. Jenny spent
much less time with “the kitchen girls” than she had previously. During
this time, Pia and Norah began to make negative remarks about Karl
(Jenny’s “on-again boyfriend”) to Jenny on a regular basis in my pres-
ence, usually when the four of us were spending time in Pia and Norah’s
room. One night, Jenny told us that Karl made candles, and Pia
responded that he must be gay. Shortly thereafter, Jenny, Norah, and I
were hanging out in Norah’s room when the following exchange took
place: 

Jenny complained that Pia thinks Karl is gay. I asked why, and she
said because he makes candles. But she said she likes it when he
makes candles because then she gets candles. Norah said, “I
don’t approve of your boyfriend either.”

At the beginning of the next quarter, I was sitting in Pia and Norah’s
room with Jenny when the following exchange occurred:

Pia said, “Do you still have a boyfriend?” to Jenny. Jenny said, “I
didn’t talk to him at all over break.” Then Pia told Norah that
Jenny got it on with Eric. She said she called Jenny one morning
and Eric was there in her room. [I asked where she called from
and she said from her room, she was just too lazy to walk over
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there, so she called]. She said that Jenny and Eric had “kissed all
night, and then had sex . . . without the sex part.” We laughed.
Pia said that Jenny then told Eric he was too clingy and that was
that. Jenny left the room and I asked Pia why Jenny wasn’t into
Eric. She said she didn’t know, but that Jenny said he was too
clingy and that she wasn’t ready for that, “Which she probably
isn’t,” Pia said. Pia said that she felt bad for Eric, though, because
“he really liked her.” She said, “He doesn’t want to hang out with
you all the time, but he wanted to hang out with her every
minute . . . he said he hadn’t felt that way about anyone else.” Pia
said she didn’t know what was going on with Jenny, because she
was supposed to break up with Karl over break. I said, “Did you
tell her to do that?” She said yes. “But,” Pia said, “Jenny says she
didn’t even talk to Karl over break, and I don’t think they talked
much before break. I don’t think Jenny has a boyfriend, if they
never talk.” Norah said Jenny never mentioned a boyfriend for
most of the first quarter, then suddenly she had a boyfriend of
three years. 

In this statement, Pia tells what I call a “special” story about Jenny and
Eric. Special stories were common to small-group talk situations on cam-
pus and seemed to me to be used by students in a particular way. These
stories invoke the “specialness” of another, as Pia’s comment above does
when she reports that Eric said he “hadn’t felt that way about anyone
else.” Special stories seem to me to be foundational in that they are the
first story about a potential relationship, and they lay the groundwork for
future stories about the relationship. Their usage in a conversation
between a particular group of people opens the door to the relationship
having a future as an ongoing construction of that group of people. They
are statements of intent, in a sense, to which members hold one another
accountable over time. In the same conversation, Norah makes a sugges-
tion that discredits Jenny’s attachment to Karl. Her implicit suggestion is
that if the relationship were “real,” Jenny would have mentioned it ear-
lier. Pia concurs and suggests that an indicator of “reality” in a relation-
ship is the amount of time a couple spends talking to one another. Pia
and Norah seemed to me, in this conversation, to be building a case
against Jenny and Karl’s relationship and for a relationship between
Jenny and Eric. A few days, later I was driving to the grocery store with
Jenny: 

On the way [to the store], Jenny said something negative about
Karl. I said, “When was the last time you talked to him?” She said
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Spring Break. I said, “I thought you said you hadn’t talked to him
at all over break.” She said, “I lied because I didn’t feel like 
getting grilled by Pia.” 

A few days later, Jenny told me that she liked Eric but didn’t want to go
out with him because she didn’t want to hurt Karl. Later that same night,
my field notes report the following: “Jenny said she’s not going to say any-
thing to Pia (about Eric) because Pia would just yell at her. I said let me
guess, Pia would say you should break up with Karl and go out with Eric.
Jenny said yes.” 

One evening, Pia made another comment about Karl being gay. Jenny
said, “You don’t know him.” Pia said, “I would be all for it if I felt that he
made you happy, but you don’t seem happy, and you don’t really seem to
like him, so I can’t support the relationship.” Jenny said, “I think we’ll get
married.” There was a silence and then the subject was changed.

As these examples show, Pia and Norah continued to make negative
comments about Jenny’s relationship with Karl over the course of several
months. They also continued to promote the notion that Jenny should be
dating Eric, and their coercion was not limited to the verbal. One night
I arrived at the dorm just in time to witness the following scene: 

There was a commotion in the kitchen. Pia and Norah were
standing in the kitchen trying to hold the door to the cul-de-sac
closed. They were laughing and screaming and slamming the
door repeatedly. I asked what was going on and Pia yelled, “We’re
trying to get two people to have sex!” Jenny and Eric were visible
every time the door opened and they were smiling a little, but
not saying anything.

A few days after the incident of the door slamming, Jenny told me that
she broke up with Karl. After that, she began spending a lot of time in
Eric’s room, and I often observed them being physical with one another,
frequently kissing on the lips in public. Throughout the six months dur-
ing which these events took place, Jenny frequently stated that she did
not want to have a “serious” relationship with Eric, but she ended the year
in what appeared to be just such a relationship. 

WHAT PIA AND NORAH “TAUGHT” JENNY ABOUT “LOVE”

There is no doubt that Pia and Norah deliberately attempted to change
Jenny’s understanding with regard to which person they considered to be
an appropriate dating partner for her. In the course of their normal
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everyday actions together during this time, Pia and Norah continually
made a case against the legitimacy of Jenny and Karl as a couple and for
the legitimacy of Jenny and Eric as a couple. Jenny defended herself cre-
atively against some of Pia and Norah’s sanctions, yet ultimately she
became part of the couple that they had wanted her to be in, which she
had attempted to avoid. Could it be said, then, that they were the teach-
ers and she was the learner? And that the sentimental education of Jenny
was that going out with Eric was preferred to going out with Karl?
Perhaps, but only in the context of Jenny’s relationships with Pia and
Norah.

If education is a commonplace, everyday activity, it is also local and spe-
cific; it occurs in certain contexts. Those contexts are themselves the spe-
cific productions of local history; Pia and Norah were only able to edu-
cate Jenny about her romantic life because of their continued participa-
tion in friendship relationships with one another. If we follow Garfinkel,
(1967; 2002) social order can be said to constitute itself as interaction
occurs, and interaction occurs on an ongoing basis. Thus, the traditional
definition of education as a process with a certain amount of finality, in
which information is transferred and after which a person can be said to
have learned something, is less useful to a social reality in which interac-
tions and relationships are ongoing. In such a social reality, education
itself must also be a continuing process, because information, even the
same information as previously used, will be used as needed in every new
situation. The students I observed were in sentimental relationships with
each other that were ongoing. Thus, their sentimental education was an
ongoing process that constituted itself at the same time that it was
revealed. Jenny’s, Pia’s, and Norah’s friendships with one another were
never complete, were always ongoing, and required work to maintain.

And Pia and Norah created significant constraints within which Jenny
had to work in order to continue her relationships with them. As the
excerpts I chose showed, Jenny displayed creative responses to these con-
straints, from simply not telling Pia certain pieces of information in order
to avoid getting grilled, to making responses that closed the interaction
(like, “I think we’ll get married”)—temporarily. What is interesting for a
study of friendship, however, is that no one at any point in any of these
conversations suggested that the subject matter or the unfriendly way the
conversations proceeded were inappropriate. The conversations, as con-
stitutive of the social order, did not run into major problems, nor did the
order break down at any time. Indeed, during all these reported events,
students appeared to proceed as if what was happening were normal,
ordinary, and unproblematic instances of friends spending time
together. Even the door-slamming incident did not appear to be treated
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as anomic, and it was not even commented on later (to my knowledge).
It is because of this lack of contention about what participants could con-
test, and the grounds of the contest, that I suggest that the types of talk
and work displayed in the actions of these girls in these particular situa-
tions were acceptable, for all practical purposes, as successful achieve-
ments of instances of the sentimental relationships between them. In
other words, the presence of sanctions, correctives, or coercion in these
instances did not keep them from being recognizable instances of friend-
ship for the participants and may in fact have made them just that.

CONCLUSION

The moral of this story, for me, is that people in the United States con-
struct events in their lives through the educative process that is social
interaction with significant others. Specifically, they find out about their
own “friendships” and “loves” in social interaction with those significant
others with whom they are having the relationships. Whereas people may
be said to “know” about love simply by living in a culture, there remains
the sticky problem of what happens when abstract knowledge confronts
everyday practice. While some would argue that behavior is a simple
application of prior “knowledge” to the situation at hand, my research
suggests that in practice, this is not the whole story. I agree with Bourdieu
(1977/1990) that people are not automatons, blindly following social
rules written in the ether. However, his substitution of dispositions as an
explanatory structure for human behavior is also unsatisfactory because
it focuses our attention solely on the individual and because dispositions
can only be determined when the subject is inactive; a disposition is an
ideal state. In practice, things are much messier. Humans certainly know
things. People are certainly individuals. What I argue here, however, is
that to understand human behavior, we must elevate social interaction to
its rightful place at the center of our inquiry. “What are we doing here?”
can never be fully understood by asking one person, because “What are
we doing here?” is a negotiation, an ongoing deliberation between par-
ticipants; the pushing and pulling they engage in is what I would like to
refer to as their education of one another.

If we follow the common assumption that knowledge drives or causes
behavior, we immediately hit a methodological snag: it is impossible to
determine which pieces of knowledge are being used when observing
humans in interaction. In addition, once we begin observing behavior,
we note that what is going on is not always immediately clear. For exam-
ple, my observations that behavior between people who call each other
friends does not always appear friendly. What we know about friendship
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(which must, in its most universal or shared state, be an ideal) may not
directly translate, then, to a college dorm environment. Instead, I
noticed over time that the types of talk engaged in by groups of students
who called each other friends in the dorm routinely involved discussions
of romances and often consisted of direct attempts to change one
another’s behavior, criticisms, and critiques. These “unfriendly” behav-
iors were so ubiquitous that they seemed to be an indication themselves
of friendship among the participants. I do not assume, however, that the
participants in these relationships knew before they arrived at college
that this was how friends behaved. On the contrary, I believe that these
particular students educated one another over the course of this first year
of school into this particular friendship behavior and then held one
another accountable to that construction.

The aim of this collection of articles is to refocus attention on the social
work of education; that is, that education is social and involves work. It is
for this reason that we do not concern ourselves much with “learning,”
or with the notion of habitus, or what might be termed “accumulated
knowledge.” It is my contention, at least, that this particular case study
illustrates that whatever “accumulated knowledge” Jenny might have had
about “love” upon arrival at Big Fir cannot be relied on to fully explain
her interactions with Pia and Norah. In other words, anything Jenny
might have been said to have known about love is not enough when we
look at the powerful and turbulent interactions between Jenny, Pia, and
Norah; prior knowledge does not help her or us, the observers, to guess
how her actions would be made specifically and constantly relevant to her
relationships with these two girls, nor how she would be held accountable
to these particular friendships and these particular loves. This case study
shows how particular friendships and loves were enforced on Jenny,
socially, in the unique, unforeseeable, unrepeatable way of situated prac-
tical action. I would not disagree that Jenny knew things about love at the
end of this year that were products of the local and specific history of that
floor. However, I can’t guarantee that what she knew would be fully rele-
vant to what she found waiting for her at college the next year. In a simi-
lar vein, what I knew about making friends in 30 years of living did not
allow me to automatically make friends with Pia and Norah. Social inter-
action, therefore, cannot be approached backwards, from the standpoint
that behavior is based on previously accumulated knowledge. Rather,
interaction must be understood as the complex locus of people doing
things together: being held accountable, enforcing, and resisting each
other. As meaning is made through social interaction, the process 
of social interaction might be termed an ongoing, deliberate, 
critical process of finding out what is going on. And people find out by
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instructing and being instructed by those around them. It is for this rea-
son that we suggest that the focus of our research needs to be shifted
from the shaped or transformed individual to the social processes of
shaping and transforming. 

Note

1    What I mean by “caught” is central to my understanding of social interaction; one is
caught when one is held accountable to something, when one has something—in this case,
friendship—enforced upon him or her. As such, being caught is necessarily a social phe-
nomenon.
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