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Abstract 

How is morality related to cooperation? One 
common model posits that morality facilitates 
cooperation, insofar as the adherence to 
explicit rules or guidelines for collective 
practices enables or abets these practices. In 
this chapter, we draw on work from phenome-
nology, ethnomethodology, and the cognitive 
sciences to discuss an alternative model that 
flips this perspective on its head. While 
acknowledging that cooperation is facilitated 
by explicit rules and deliberative rule-making 
in some cases, we argue that frequently, moral-
ity emerges as people participate and gain skill 
in embodied, situated, coordinated activity. 
Morality here is grounded in the phenomeno-
logical experience of “oughtness,” or the 
immediate feeling that things “ought” to be a 
certain way, cultivated via repeated practical 
experience. Accordingly, immorality is 
grounded in the feeling that one’s sense of 
“oughtness” associated with a practice has 
been impeded, which often results in con-
scious moral deliberation. By grounding 
morality in the sense of “oughtness” cultivated 
via local, practical experience, this model has 

promising implications for research on moral 
variation and the socio-historical antecedents 
of moral deliberation and resultant moral 
frameworks. 

1 Following Heimer (2010, pp. 180–1): “Morality is about 
what people feel they ought to do; it is about 
distinguishing what people feel is right from what seems 
to them wrong” and Durkheim [1895] (1982, pp. 80–81): 
“To decide whether a precept is a moral one or not we must 
investigate whether it presents the external mark of moral-
ity. This mark consists of a widespread, repressive sanc-
tion, that is to say a condemnation by public opinion. . .  
Whenever we are confronted with a fact that presents this 
characteristic we have no right to deny its moral character, 
for this is proof that it is of the same nature as other moral 
facts.” This also aligns with Whiteley (2020, pp. 22–23) 
who offers two possible definitions of morality: “no rule is 
part of a community’s morality if people can openly break 
that rule without incurring the hostility and disapproval of 
their neighbours. . .” and “morality comprises those 
actions which I think I ought to do regardless of inclination 
and regardless of personal advantage.” 

D. S. Stoltz (✉) 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Lehigh 
University, Bethlehem, PA, USA 
e-mail: dss219@lehigh.edu 

M. L. Wood 
Department of Sociology, Brigham Young University, 
Provo, UT, USA 

# The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2023 
S. Hitlin et al. (eds.), Handbook of the Sociology of Morality, Volume 2, Handbooks of Sociology and 
Social Research, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-32022-4_9 

143

Keywords 

Embodiment · Coordination · Disruption · 
Immorality · Practice 

Morality is about what ought to be, either descrip-
tively or prescriptively: what a people feel is good 
to do or what is good to do, both for themselves 
and others.1 In social theory, morality is com-
monly placed at the center of establishing and 
maintaining collective practices and goods, in 
opposition to individual self-interest (Durkheim,



[1925] 2012, p. 59; Hitlin & Vaisey, 2010). In 
other words, the moral order enables or abets 
cooperation (but see Lamont (1992) and Luft 
(2020)): 
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Protagoras, Hobbes, Hume, and Warnock are all at 
least broadly in agreement about the problem that 
morality is needed to solve: limited resources and 
limited sympathies together generate both competi-
tion leading to conflict and an absence of what 
would be mutually beneficial cooperation (Mackie, 
1990, p. 111). 

This “decisionist” and “prosocial” perspective 
(Baron, 1993; Curry, 2016; Kohlberg, 1973; 
Wikström, 2010) conceptualizes morality in 
terms of explicit rules or guidelines, developed 
via deliberation and negotiation in which 
justifications are discussed and debated, and, 
eventually, solutions emerge. These explicit 
rules address the problem of cooperation insofar 
as complying with the rules facilitates coopera-
tion and staves off shirking. Thus, from this per-
spective, the moral person is defined objectively 
as those deciding to comply with these explicit 
rules (Abend, 2013, 2018). The potential gap 
between explicit rules and compliance is an 
acute problem (Bourdieu, 1977; Strauss, 1992; 
Swidler, 1986), which is sometimes addressed 
by appealing to processes of deliberate socializa-
tion of children (Parsons, 2013, pp. 140–142; see 
also Wikström, 2010; Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977) 
or corrective processes (Scott, 2013). 

We argue that cooperation, in the sense 
discussed above, is a special case of coordination: 
the performance of an activity involving multiple 
people in proximate times and places, knowingly 
or unknowingly, simultaneously or sequentially. 
Coordination is facilitated by explicit rules in at 
least some cases, but this is only one possible way 
of understanding the relationship between moral-
ity and coordination. In this chapter, we discuss 
an alternative model that flips the common per-
spective on its head. Here, instead of explaining 
how morality facilitates coordination and deliber-
ate cooperation, we describe how participation in 
coordinated activity provides a foundation for 
morality and the moral discourse emblematic of 
deliberate cooperation (Collins, 2014; Tomasello, 
2016). 

This theoretical move is not entirely without 
precedent. Like Marx and Engels, for instance, 
we intend not to “descend from heaven” bearing 
the universal set of human values, but rather 
“ascend from earth to heaven.” Not from what 
people “say, imagine, conceive” but from people 
“in the flesh” (Marx & Engels, [1845] 1998, 
p. 42). Similarity, in Division of Labor, Durkheim 
argued that a form of solidarity could emerge 
“spontaneously” via coordinated labor in com-
plex societies (Durkheim, [1893] 2014). In Ele-
mentary Forms, Durkheim expanded this 
argument with a focus on the social origins of 
collective representations. According to 
Durkheim, participation in coordinated ritual 
affords the phenomenon of “collective efferves-
cence” which inspires the “sacred” and “profane” 
categorization of the world that undergirds all 
moral and religious life (Durkheim, [1912] 
1995). Similar to Durkheim’s interest in religious 
“feeling” in Elementary Forms, we focus our 
discussion on implicit moral sentiment—a sub-
jective sense of “oughtness” that may or may not 
give rise to conscious moral deliberation and 
explicit rules. Although we believe that conscious 
moral deliberation and rational rule-making may 
follow this implicit moral feeling, we bracket it as 
a separate activity. However, we differ signifi-
cantly from Durkheim insofar as our discussion 
is grounded in perspectives from contemporary 
cognitive science, including “multiple memory 
systems” research (Amodio, 2019; Evans, 2008; 
Leschziner, 2019; Lizardo et al., 2016) and 
so-called “E” approaches to cognition—ecologi-
cal, enactivist, embedded, embodied, extended 
(Cerulo, 2015; Clark & Chalmers, 1998; 
Haugeland, 1998; Ignatow, 2010; Lizardo et al., 
2020; Pitts-Taylor, 2016; Varela et al., 2017). 
One major difference here is the relative impor-
tance attributed to everyday embodied experience 
and skill-building (often called “enskilment”), in 
contrast with Durkheim’s focus on special rituals 
and his relative inattention to embodiment. 

Guided by these contemporary perspectives 
from the cognitive sciences, and building on 
ethnomethodological insights and practice theory, 
we articulate a model of morality based on 
implicit cognitive processing grounded in



enskilment and situated coordination. 
Conceptualizing morality in terms of implicit 
cognitive processing is not new, but unlike other 
approaches which posit a universal set of (uncon-
scious) values constraining moral possibilities 
(Haidt, 2012; cf. Martin & Lembo, 2020), our 
model grounds implicit morality in local skill 
development and use. Specifically, we argue that 
a phenomenological experience of “oughtness” 
emerges as skilled people participate in embod-
ied, situated, coordinated activity (Ignatow, 
2009a; Pagis, 2010; Winchester, 2008, 2016; 
Winchester & Pagis, 2021). 
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Reconsidering the relation between coordina-
tion and morality has promising implications for 
the sociology of morality. First, the model of 
implicit morality discussed below provides a 
plausible explanation for how morality arises as 
a deliberative, discursive enterprise. Although 
explicit moral deliberation is widely recognized 
as a social necessity, it is unclear what motivates a 
person’s engagement in moral deliberation in the 
first place. Second, because the proposed model is 
grounded in local experience, it is well-suited for 
studying moral variation and the “social 
antecedents of particular moral frameworks” 
(Hitlin & Vaisey, 2010, p. 6), issues that can be 
obscured by centering universal moral 
frameworks. Third, coordination, as we describe 
it, makes no commitments regarding the social 
standing of those involved or the extent an out-
come of such practices benefits those involved in 
some objective sense. In short, this model of 
morality leaves room for considerations of 
power. Finally, although morality does take the 
form of rule-based, explicit coordination, this is 
unlikely to be the modal way we experience 
morality. Commensurate with various sociologi-
cal approaches to morality (Abend, 2018; Firat & 
McPherson, 2010; Luft, 2020; Wherry, 2010), 
morality is conceived here not as a single decision 
(or string of decisions) set apart from mundane, 
continuous, collective experience, but as some-
thing we experience within coordinated activity. 
The model presented below sharpens our ability 
to understand “everyday” moral experience. 

2 As Weber (1978, pp. 21–22) writes, “in the great major-
ity of cases actual action goes on in a state of inarticulate 
half-consciousness or actual unconsciousness. . .the ideal 
type of meaningful action where the meaning is fully 
conscious and explicit is a marginal case” (see also 
Bargh & Morsella, 2008; Davidson, 2004). 

1 Morality in Implicit 
Coordination 

We begin with the observation that social action 
is situated in time and space. As such, coordina-
tion requires participants to “move together,” 
both simultaneously and sequentially. For exam-
ple, people coordinate their actions when waiting 
in queues (Gibson, 2008; Schwartz, 1975), giving 
gifts (Caplow, 1984; Healy, 2010; Mauss, 2002), 
taking turns in conversations (Sacks, 2014), and 
engaging in religious rituals or protest 
movements (Effler, 2010; McNeill, 1997). Ethno-
graphic and phenomenological work on social 
practices reveals that such coordination is depen-
dent on developing nondeclarative abilities, what 
is sometimes called “enskilment” (Pálsson, 
1994). Social practices requiring the coordination 
of bodies in time and space are not sustainable by 
explicit rules alone (Dreyfus, 1992). Rule-
following not only encounters the problem of 
ambiguity and infinite regress (Bourdieu, 1977; 
Garfinkel, 1967; Heritage, 2013, p. 126; Kripke, 
1982; Wittgenstein, 1953 § 201), but, more 
importantly, is simply too slow. Consider, for 
example, the fractions-of-second overlap between 
turn-takers in typical conversation (Jefferson, 
1973). Instead, such practices are sustained by 
participants’ embodied “know-how” enabling 
them to respond to the continuously unfolding 
temporal and spatial dynamics (Lande, 2007), 
which in turn makes their actions reliable infor-
mation for other participants in the situation 
(Garfinkel, 1967, p. 173; Goffman, 1972, p. 13; 
Rawls, 2010; Simmel, 1950, p. 379; Stoltz & 
Lizardo, 2018).2 

As people observe others and participate in a 
social activity, they develop three types of 
nondeclarative associations: (1) procedural skill, 
(2) affective associations, and (3) conceptual 
associations (Amodio, 2019). Procedural skill is



the “know-how” facilitating participation 
(discussed above). Importantly, this “know-
how” does not develop in the abstract, but in an 
embodied participant in concrete situations 
(Barsalou, 2016; Giddens, 1979, p. 24; Ignatow, 
2009b). In other words, as one practices, they 
experience emotions and observe patterns in 
their environment. As a result, procedural skill 
becomes associated with affective and conceptual 
associations. For example, in terms of affect, 
drivers might develop associations between cer-
tain emotions and traffic patterns, and athletes 
between certain emotions and competitive 
outcomes. In terms of conceptual associations, 
drivers might develop implicit models of different 
types of driving situations, such as “city driving” 
(including perhaps, stoplights, and pedestrians) 
and “freeway driving” (including perhaps, on/ 
off-ramps and large, green signs). 
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Over time, the situated, tripartite nature of 
enskilment imparts skilled participants with a 
sense of “oughtness,” which emerges in different 
ways. In some cases, “oughtness” is grounded in 
associations between emotions and skill-use. For 
example, when skilled people are engaged in a 
practice with other skilled people who all know 
how to synchronize their movements, participants 
can carry out the practice smoothly, even “with-
out thinking” (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1980). This 
“smoothness” may engender a sense of 
“oughtness” insofar as participants come to affec-
tively value this experience above others. A 
“moral” person, then, from this perspective, is 
not necessarily someone who knows and follows 
all the explicit rules or can express justifications 
for their actions or beliefs, but one who is able to 
participate in a coordinated social practice with-
out disrupting an affectively valued state, such as 
“flow” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). In 
other cases, “oughtness” may be grounded in 
emotional attachments to conceptual associations. 
For example, a veteran participant (or even 
observer) who has many positive experiences 
concurrent with the activation of an implicit con-
ceptual model of a practice may develop a strong 
sense that the practice “ought” to be done in a 
particular way, even if other ways might yield the 
same outcome. Below, we discuss these two 

senses of “oughtness” using the examples of auto-
mobile driving and boxing. The main implication 
is that in all these cases, coordinated practices are 
implicitly moral, by virtue of these situated 
associations. 

This model of implicit morality has several 
distinct features which set it apart from other 
models of morality. First and foremost, it is 
grounded in embodied skill, that is, enskilment. 
As people participate in social practices, they 
develop procedural memory (a form of 
nondeclarative memory) that enables them to 
meet the demands of the practice (Squire, 1992). 
New participants “literally become something 
different,” altering their sensorimotor structures 
in a way that “respond appropriately to events in 
the world through acquired skills” (Lande, 2007, 
p. 105). During this process of “becoming,” 
skilled participants develop a sense of 
“oughtness” about behaviors and environments 
that facilitates the practice (Gibson, 1963; Gibson 
& Pick, 2000). 

Second, this model of morality makes no 
assumptions about what counts as “moral” 
(Haidt, 2012). Instead, it focuses on the cultivated 
sense of “oughtness,” the affective allure of the 
smoothness of practice, and the phenomenologi-
cal experience of having one’s practical and con-
ceptual expectations frustrated (Damasio, 1999; 
Goffman, 1983; Rawls, 1987, 1989, 2010). As we 
discuss below, people can and do respond in 
different ways to these disruptions, ranging from 
tolerant understanding to explicit moral condem-
nation. Although one could limit the analysis of 
morality to cases that are explicitly identified by 
participants or observers as “moral issues,” we 
argue that by studying the phenomenological 
experience of “oughtness” grounded in practical 
coordination, we can develop a better understand-
ing of how and why explicit moral deliberation 
emerges and make progress toward a more gen-
eral theory of moralization. 

Third, this model of implicit morality is radi-
cally local. Enskilment is always enskilment in a 
particular setting, with a particular ecological 
structure that varies over time and space, and 
which anticipates certain kinds of bodies over 
others (Engman & Cranford, 2016; Pitts-Taylor,



2015). In terms of morality, it means that the 
sense of “oughtness” described above is also 
locally grounded. Perception of a situation is 
direct. In most cases, there is no need “interpret” 
the situation by applying a “lens” or some other 
declarative moral device. Participants sense the 
virtue of a moment immanently. Although a par-
ticipant may potentially “carry over” a feeling of 
“oughtness” or even a conceptual understanding 
of an activity from one situation to the next, these 
moral feelings emerge from grounded, local expe-
rience (Barsalou et al., 2003; Barsalou & Medin, 
1986). 
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This last point is especially important to dis-
tinguish the proposed model from another cogni-
tively motivated model of morality. This other 
model is built on a similar dual-process approach 
but is founded on the notion that there is a univer-
sal set of moral values (Haidt, 2012; Rozin et al., 
1999; Shweder & Haidt, 1993). This “universal 
moral values” model proposes that each moral 
value may be weighted differently for each indi-
vidual or each group—for example, one group 
may place a high weight on “fairness” while 
another group weights “loyalty” high. Ultimately, 
though, humans have a limited range of options. 

In contrast, the model of morality as “situated 
oughtness” has no need for a set of universal 
values (which is not to say it is incompatible). 
Moral feelings emerge in grounded, local 
situations, and are therefore particular. To the 
extent we observe widely shared regularities in 
moral feeling, it is a reflection of the 
(1) regularities in the perceptual structures upon 
which our vision, hearing, and general proprio-
ception rely (Gibson, 2014; Merleau-Ponty, 
1962), (2) regularities in the structured environ-
ment (Engman & Cranford, 2016), and 
regularities in the biographies of participants 
(Bourdieu, 1977; Strauss & Quinn, 1997; 
Lamont, 1992; Bloch, 2015). That is, observed 
regularities are not attributed to universal inherent 
human qualities, nor cultural forces constraining 
individuals from above, but rather to the 
overlapping pieces of peoples’ biographies, 
“below” the individual. “When going ‘below’ 
the individual, [sociologists] will not find 

atomized elements, but rather the repository of 
shared cognitive processes constitutive of 
‘socially embodied’ collective knowledge” 
(Lizardo et al., 2020, p. 20). 

This framework builds upon ethnomethodol-
ogy and interactionist insight into the 
co-constituted (and local) nature of social 
situations (Garfinkel, 1967; Goffman, 1972, 
p. 13), but extends it with an increased focus on 
the implications of embodiment. 
Ethnomethodologists observed, via compelling 
experiments such as the “conversation 
clarification” task, in which experimenters 
would ask dumb questions about “what every-
body knows,” that people had a sense of 
“oughtness” associated with conversation, mani-
fest when research subjects “rapidly and power-
fully sanctioned” experimenters for their 
breaching questions. The subject “treated the 
intelligible character of his own talk as something 
to which he was morally entitled” (Heritage, 
2013, pp. 80–81). These findings are consistent 
with the framework developed here. However, 
ethnomethodologists concluded that these 
disruptions could be easily remedied with delib-
erative negotiation: the disrupted would simply 
“provide an account.” 

Repairing disrupted practices is not always so 
easy. Many disruptions result from a mismatch 
between a person’s current skill and the demands 
of the current situation. In other words, our capac-
ity to meet the local requirements of skillful coor-
dination is a matter of relatively durable products 
of our biographies (Kiley & Vaisey, 2020), and 
cannot always be altered without investing time 
and effort in enskilment. This is not to say that 
regularity outside of discourse is impossible, 
however. Although individual biographies are 
unique, there will always be overlapping 
experiences between any two people—even if 
only in the most mundane human experiences 
of, say, verticality (Schwartz, 1981). These mun-
dane, overlapping experiences provide a bedrock 
for “collective representations” below the level of 
the individual, yet manifesting as routine social 
interactions (Lizardo et al., 2020).



n
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2 Immorality in the Disruption 
of Implicit Coordination 

We proposed grounding the concept of “moral-
ity” in the embodied sense of “oughtness” 
emerging with the skill development within 
situated, coordinated practice. Accordingly, we 
propose grounding “immorality” in the feeling 
that one’s sense of “oughtness” associated with 
practice has been impeded (Garfinkel, 1967; 
Tavory & Fine, 2020). In the remainder of this 
chapter, we provide empirical support for this 
model of morality by reviewing ethnographic 
research on coordinated social practices that 
make observations about participants’ phenome-
nological experiences. In the course of situated 
practice, events sometimes occur which evoke in 
skilled participants automatic, negative 
responses of varying degrees of intensity. I  
other words, skilled participants have a clear 
sense of what “ought to be” that often goes unno-
ticed until it is disrupted. Emotion—as “thoughts 
somehow felt in flushes, pulses, ‘movements’ of 
our livers, minds, hearts, stomachs, skin” 
(Rosaldo, 1984, p. 143)—plays a central role in 
both fueling the pleasures of smoothness and 
directing one’s attention toward the sources of 
disruption (Damasio, 1999; Easterbrook, 1959). 

Before reviewing the ethnographic data, we 
wish to respond to potential criticism. The reader 
may reasonably ask whether this embodied sense 
of “oughtness” should be interpreted as a form of 
“morality” (Hitlin & Vaisey, 2010, pp. 5–6). 
After all, people respond to disruptions in differ-
ent ways, for example, by attributing malintent to 
another party or charitably dismissing their 
actions as a “novice mistake” or even 
“meditating” on the discomfort (Pagis, 2010; 
Winchester, 2008). However, this higher-order 
processing (conscious and deliberative) 
presupposes the existence of implicit expectations 
about how things “ought to be,” such that a 
skilled participant immediately feels when some-
thing has gone wrong, and often feels it quite 
deeply. In this way, our description of an implicit 
sense of “oughtness” as a form of morality aligns 

with Abend’s concept of the “moral background” 
(Abend, 2014). 

We organize our discussion of the relevant 
research around two distinct ideal-typical ways 
the practice-based, implicit, and affective sense 
of “oughtness” can be disrupted. The first 
involves procedural memory, that is, the “know-
how” people develop enabling them to participate 
as skilled practitioners. Here, disruption entails an 
undesirable interference with or coercion of pro-
cedural ability. The second involves 
nondeclarative conceptual associations. As peo-
ple become skilled and gain experience in a prac-
tice, they develop a multi-modal conceptual 
understanding of the practice, or a schema (Firat 
& McPherson, 2010; Leschziner & Brett, 2021; 
McDonnell et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2018). Here, 
disruption entails witnessing something that 
violates one’s conceptual understanding of how 
the practice “ought to be.” We refer to these as 
procedural disruption and conceptual disruption, 
respectively. 

2.1 Procedural Disruption 

Procedural disruption occurs when a skilled 
participant’s sense of “oughtness” associated 
with their skillful ability is violated during a 
situated practice. Procedural disruptions take 
two forms: In the extreme case, disruption renders 
a participant’s skill nonfunctional. These 
disruptions are experienced as “immoral” insofar 
as they prevent a skilled participant from achiev-
ing their affectively valued end. In other cases, 
procedural disruption consists in disrupting a 
skilled participant’s “ideal” skillful experience. 
In these cases, the participant may still be able 
to carry on the practice, but they may be coerced 
to do things that they have come to dislike. 
Instead of “smooth,” the practice is experienced 
as “choppy” or “rough.” In this section, we 
review research on driving and boxing to illus-
trate the phenomenon of procedural disruption. 

Driving is a coordinated practice, and rela-
tively successful given that most driving 
experiences are quite mundane and uneventful, 
and most accidents are small and unremarkable



(Lupton, 2002; Michael, 2020).3 Successful coor-
dination among drivers is dependent on embod-
ied, procedural skill (Charlton & Starkey, 2011). 
Although driving does have explicit rules, these 
rules are taken as loose guidelines (Goffman, 
1972; Rothe, 1992), and are thus incapable of 
explaining the successful coordination of driving. 
Were this not so, programming self-driving 
vehicles would be a relatively easy problem of 
teaching a computer all the explicit rules 
(Dreyfus, 1992). 
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The morality of driving is most commonly 
grounded in expectations and tastes associated 
with skillful implicit coordination, rather than 
adherence to explicit rules. As Katz (1999, 
p. 25) observes, “anger at other drivers is very 
systematically limited to only certain patterns of 
spatial interrelationship” (e.g., specific driving 
situations), and not explicit rules. Explicit rules 
do not encompass all the ways drivers’ intentions 
are made “accountable” to other drivers’ (Laurier, 
2004; Livingston, 1987, pp. 28–30; Nuhrat, 
2020). In fact, breaking explicit traffic laws is 
often considered justified, even by police and 
judges (Goffman, 1972). For example, although 
explicit speed minimums and maximums exist, 
drivers commonly drive above or below posted 
speed limits, in most cases driving much faster or 
slower than they are comfortable to respond 
appropriately to current road and traffic 
conditions (Charlton et al., 2010; Charlton & 
Starkey, 2017). 

The implicit morality of driving is manifested 
in the fact that driving routinely sparks automatic, 
negative responses, including “road rage” and 
aggressive driving, provoked by violations of 
implicit expectations and tastes (Nuhrat, 2020). 
Invectives and curses are common among drivers 
and arise spontaneously when driving is disrupted 
(Katz, 1999). 

In the case of procedural disruption, the rele-
vant implicit “oughtness” of driving consists in 
(1) the implicit expectation that one should be 
able to arrive at one’s destination, given one’s 

skill, and (2) implicit tastes and distastes for 
certain driving situations. In the first case, a pro-
cedural disruption comprises anything that 
renders a participant’s ability to drive nonfunc-
tional, such as getting hit by another driver. In the 
case of implicit tastes, a procedural disruption 
comprises anything that coerces the driver into 
an undesirable state of practice. 

3 This in no way minimizes the fact that driving is the most 
dangerous common mode of transportation (Savage, 
2013). 

Consider, for example, maintaining an “appro-
priate” distance from other vehicles as a central, 
yet implicit, part of driving. The distance between 
the grill of one’s own car and the rear bumper of a 
car in front is a constantly changing dynamic, and 
skilled drivers effectively gauge distance while all 
the “pieces” of the system are constantly altering 
speeds and distances (Charlton & Starkey, 2013; 
Yanko & Spalek, 2013). Drivers perceive a “field 
of safe travel” that “shifts and changes continu-
ally, bending and twisting with the road, and also 
elongating or contracting, widening or narrowing, 
according as obstacles encroach upon it and limit 
its boundaries” (Gibson & Crooks, 1938, p. 455). 
Although drivers can and do skillfully cope with 
other drivers making this task more difficult (e.g., 
by passing too closely in front of them or follow-
ing too closely behind), these disruptions imme-
diately evoke a negative affective response. 
Drivers who “cut off” or “tailgate” another 
become the targets of vicious moral opprobrium 
and even physical violence from their victims 
who insist on “getting even” or “teaching them a 
lesson” (Katz, 1999). 

Importantly, the situations eliciting procedural 
disruptions are grounded in the expectations and 
tastes of local coordinated practice, grounded in 
embodied, action-specific skill (Witt & Proffitt, 
2008). In the case of coordinated distance, local 
patterns will determine what distance is “appro-
priate.” What counts as “inappropriately close” in 
Philadelphia may not necessarily be the same in 
Salt Lake City. Similarly, the implicit moral sense 
of citizen drivers is likely different from 
NASCAR drivers who in their specialized 
vehicles routinely “bump” or “trade paint” 
(Shackleford, 1999). Similarly, the right to 
space, such as what vehicles are allowed in 
which lanes and who “deserves” parking spots 
are both codified yet grounded in local “folk”



understandings of propriety (Taylor, 2014; 
Nuhrat, 2020). 
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Institutions invested in facilitating a certain 
state of practice may develop local techniques to 
promote this state and mitigate disruptions. For 
example, boxing gyms facilitate sparring, which 
are playful simulations that “allow practitioners to 
experiment with technical skills and social rank 
more freely than if their performance was of high 
consequence” (Hoffman, 2006, p. 175). To facili-
tate effective sparring and avoid disrupting its 
playful instructiveness, boxers are required to 
move through “phases,” in which newcomers 
are “socially quarantined” and must display com-
petence in one phase before moving on to the next 
(Hoffman, 2006, pp. 183–5). Additionally, more 
skilled boxers must learn to “hold back.” 
According to one boxing coach: “You gotta 
remember that your sparring partner is your 
friend. You’re a little bit better than he is. Let 
him hit you in the body sometimes . . .and don’t 
hit him back too hard” (Hoffman, 2006, p. 185). 
Furthermore, as in other martial arts gyms, “real 
fighting” is antithetical to learning how to fight. 
Heated emotional exchanges associated with a 
real fight are procedurally disruptive to the prac-
tice of a boxing gym, so, coaches may “[stop] 
sessions where the fighters were getting too frus-
trated, angry, or competitive” (Hoffman, 2006, 
p. 184). In sum, as a social practice in which 
participants create a collective good, boxing 
requires local enskilment that is more than know-
ing how to throw punches—avoiding procedural 
disruption requires the know-how to be a good 
partner. 

2.2 Conceptual Disruption 

Conceptual disruption occurs when something 
violates an observer’s affectively laden implicit 
conceptual understanding of the practice. Unlike 
procedural disruption, which occurs during par-
ticipation in a coordinated practice, conceptual 
disruption occurs during observation or recollec-
tion of a coordinated practice. Importantly, how-
ever, conceptual disruption is, like procedural 
disruption, grounded in skillful practice. As 

people develop skill in a coordinated practice, 
they also develop implicit conceptual 
associations, including an understanding of what 
things are relevant to the practice and how rele-
vant things move. The situatedness of skill devel-
opment means that people also develop affective 
associations with these conceptual associations, 
providing the groundwork for conceptual disrup-
tion by pairing an understanding of “what is” with 
feelings of attraction or repulsion. Conceptual 
disruptions are experienced as “immoral” insofar 
as they violate an observer’s implicit sense of 
how the observed practice “ought to be.” 

One of the authors (Wood) elicited such a 
conceptual disruption by riding his bicycle on 
the road in a small Utah city, which provoked a 
driver in a passing pickup going in the opposite 
direction to stick their head out the window and 
shout, “get the fuck off the road!” The response 
suggests that the driver had an affectively laden 
implicit conceptual model of city transportation 
which rendered bikes “out of place,” such that 
witnessing a cyclist on the road constituted a 
negative conceptual disruption. Similarly, 
Goffman describes “pedestrians [seeing] a motor-
ist drive into a parked car, ruin a fender, and drive 
off,” in that moment they feel an “action so 
improper. . .  even though they themselves are 
not directly involved. . .  [they sense] a desire to 
take some action against the offender” (Goffman, 
1972, p. 265). The bystanders are not directly 
impacted by the crash, nor is their car damaged. 
In both this case and the case of the impolite 
pickup driver, mere observation was sufficient to 
evoke affective responses, despite not being 
directly affected by the “immoral” practice. 

The affective impact of conceptual disruption 
may be partially explained by the subjective real-
ism of embodied simulation (Cerulo, 2018; 
Gallese, 2011). First, sensorimotor patterns 
involved in a practice are also (partially) activated 
when observing others engaging in that practice 
(Bloch, 2015; Cerulo et al., 2021, pp. 65–66; 
Heyes & Catmur, 2022; Molenberghs et al., 
2012). This fusion of perception and action is a 
special case of a more general cognitive mecha-
nism called neural reuse. This describes the ways 
“different parts of the [central nervous system] are



used and reused to accomplish different functions 
at multiple spatial scales” (Raja & Anderson, 
2019, p. 171). During embodied simulation, 
participants “create mental experiences of percep-
tion and action in the absence of their external 
manifestation. . .” (Bergen, 2012, p. 14). Further-
more, this process “makes use of the same parts of 
the brain that are dedicated to directly interacting 
with the world. . .simulation creates echoes in our 
brains of previous experiences” (Bergen, 2012, 
pp. 14–15; see also Gallese & Lakoff, 2005). 
Even abstract conceptual knowledge is, therefore, 
grounded in the body and environment (Barsalou 
et al., 2003; Barsalou & Medin, 1986). 
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Consider, for example, an instance of repri-
mand when the disruptor and disruptee are not 
co-present. One of the authors (Stoltz) parked his 
car on a street for over a week and returned to find 
a handwritten note in the windshield wiper: 
“Dickheads double park. You. You’re 
dickheads.” Being street parking, with no 
designated parking lines, this was puzzling. To 
understand the moral transgression, he engaged in 
embodied simulation—recreating a scenario in 
which one might interpret his car as taking up 
“two” spaces, while the vehicles in front and 
behind rotated throughout the week, parking at 
various distances. He also considered the scenario 
of moving his car each night to accommodate the 
turnover of vehicles: perhaps he was unaware of 
this local norm? Simulating the practice, and 
being quite familiar with the routines of this par-
ticular street, this scenario seemed unlikely. It 
was likely, however, that the note writer 
simulated the author parking his car only after 
the vehicles immediately in front and behind 
were parked. This simulation led to indignation 
profound enough to justify condemnation. 

In pedagogical settings (i.e., parenting, teach-
ing, and coaching), instructors commonly have a 
sense of how something “ought” to be, and con-
ceptual disruptions commonly elicit admonition. 
Consider Wacquant’s “carnal ethnography” of 
boxing. Pugilism, according to Wacquant’s 
participants, involves an “all-embracing ascetic 
life plan”: 

It is believed that an ordinary boxer who 
conscientiously abides by the commandments of 
the pugilistic catechism, as they apply in particular 
to nutrition, social life, and sexual activity, stands 
every chance of toppling a more talented but 
dissipated foe (Wacquant, 1995, p. 513). 

Even seemingly disconnected activities can 
clash with this conceptualization of the activity 
of boxing. Wacquant, for example, offers an 
account of the “scandal of the smoking boxer.” 
While training at the gym, one boxer, Ashante, is 
telling another, Luke, about an otherwise success-
ful boxer who “wasn’t serious about it.” The key 
evidence in the story was witnessing the boxer 
smoking, “I saw him sittin’ in the audience after 
the fight, puffing away with one of his buddies. 
Right away, I knew it was over for him.” Luke 
responds “He was smokin’ after a fight?!! [As if 
this were an inconceivable monstrosity]?” 
(Wacquant, 2004, p. 148 Wacquant’s 
parentheticals). This retelling of a story carries a 
sense of moral weight precisely because it 
disrupts the boxers’ conceptual understanding of 
how the practice ought to be. 

3 Discussion 

In the preceding, we outlined a theory of morality 
grounded in implicit coordination, in contrast to 
morality as explicit cooperation. As coordinated 
practice in time and space is dynamic and ever-
changing, memorizing explicit rules and follow-
ing them may not only be unnecessary but also 
insufficient to guarantee “moral” behavior. An 
unskilled novice who knows and follows explicit 
rules may nonetheless disrupt other practitioners 
for lack of skill. Instead, a moral person is some-
one who responds “appropriately” to the continu-
ously evolving situational dynamics (i.e., in a 
way that continues the practice without disrupting 
others). This grounds the sense of oughtness in 
the smoothness of dynamic, situated practices and 
thus is the result of skill development and use. 

We further argue that the morality of mundane 
and taken-for-granted acts of ongoing coordina-
tion is typically revealed when practices are 
disrupted. We describe two generic kinds of



disruption, (1) procedural and (2) conceptual. The 
first entails an undesirable interference with or 
coercion of procedural ability. The second entails 
witnessing an action that violates one’s concep-
tual understanding of how the practice “ought to 
be.” As a result of the constant ebb and flow of 
people with varying degrees of enskilment and 
with varying experiences in slightly different 
local ecologies, disruptions are bound to occur. 
People may attempt to cope with disruptions by 
making personal changes, but these efforts are 
constrained by the irreversible investment of 
time involved in enskilment. 
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3.1 Responses to Disruption 

While the model is well-formed to account for 
both moral regularity and variation, it remains an 
open question why some instances of disruption 
result in mild irritation or even self-reflection 
(Winchester, 2016) while others result in deliber-
ate chastisement and even overt violence 
(Garfinkel, 1967). Indeed, like Andy Kaufman’s 
audiences, people may even vacillate between 
eager elation and raucous rage. This experience 
of being disrupted by others may become the site 
of deliberate moral reasoning in at least two 
senses. We refer to these as (1) performance fail-
ure and (2) false performance. In both cases, an 
activity that participants experienced as predomi-
nantly automatic now demands their deliberation. 

First, enskilled participants may judge an 
instance of disruption as a performance failure 
on the part of some other participants. In some 
cases, these disruptors will be salvageable. They 
are, perhaps, a novice who has not received the 
necessary training. They may also be deemed a 
“foreigner” in the sense that they have familiarity 
with the practice, but their experience is derived 
from a different locale, where activities were 
coordinated in a slightly different way. The solu-
tion there is that the foreigner could either be 
retrained or should “go back” to wherever it is 
they learned how to engage in the practice. In 
other cases, the disruptors will be judged unsal-
vageable. They are morally deficient in essential 
and immutable ways. Here, the solution would 

likely entail barring them from the activity 
entirely and may be accompanied by the “figura-
tive uses of dumbness as a common line of insult” 
(Katz, 1999, p. 25). 

Second, enskilled participants may judge an 
instance of disruption as a false performance. In 
such a scenario, an interloper is attempting to 
appear as if they have acquired the requisite 
know-how—or in other words, they have lived a 
particular kind of life—but, in fact, did not. In 
some cases, it may be that the disruptor lacks 
commitment to the practice. The disruptor may 
also be attempting to pander to the participants, 
with no investment in continuing to participate in 
the activity. In the most nefarious instance, the 
disruptor may be attempting to deliberately sabo-
tage the activities or swindle the other 
participants. In this latter case, the potential 
repercussions may be so severe as to entice the 
disruptors to “cool out” the disruptees so the latter 
interprets the activities as relatively inevitable 
(Goffman, 1952). 

3.2 Why, When, and How 

In the preceding, we argued that automatic, nega-
tive responses to disruptions may lead to deliber-
ate responses for both disruptors and disruptees. 
Importantly, however, the question remains as to 
under what conditions a procedural or conceptual 
disruption will result in an automatic, negative 
response. In many ways, this question stands at 
the heart of broader debates about cultural change 
(Patterson, 2018; Kiley & Vaisey, 2020; 
McDonnell et al., 2021). Certainly, in some 
cases, changing the status quo may be experi-
enced positively, as a pleasant surprise or an act 
of creativity or liberty (Martin, 2001, p. 203). 
That is, when is interruption novel versus 
immoral? And, for whom? Furthermore, acts of 
disruption are a common tool of protests, and 
observers’ reactions may be mediated by the 
qualities of the participants and settings (Miller, 
1997; Murphy, 1998; Stoltz & Taylor, 2017) and 
the observer’s own relation to those participants 
and settings. A plausible starting point to this 
question is in the same sources of variation: the



constant ebb and flow of people with varying 
degrees of enskilment or experiences with 
slightly different ecologies. 
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Closely related is the question of perspective. 
Participants’ enskilment is situated and therefore 
occupies particular standpoints (Pels, 1996; 
Sweet, 2020). Participants’ embodied skill both 
engenders a sense of what they ought to do, but 
also anticipations of what others ought to be 
doing, and these need not—and often will not— 
align. The degree to which all participants’ sense 
of “oughtness” are indeed in alignment is poten-
tially related to the degree functionaries explicitly 
discipline others’ disruptive actions (Lande, 
2007) or  “socially quarantine” novices (Hoffman, 
2006). This touches on the earlier observation that 
the proposed model of morality makes no 
commitments regarding the social standing of 
those involved. To a higher-status person, for 
example, what a lower-status person “ought to 
be doing” is likely not the same as what the 
higher-status person feels impelled to 
do. Indeed, should the lower-status person 
attempt imitation, this could be experienced as 
disruption. 

3.3 The Role of Moral Discourse 

Finally, can “oughtness” be passed down without 
practical grounding? As we argue, disruption may 
often lead to moral deliberation. Is such delibera-
tion entirely epiphenomenal? We do not think 
so. We articulate a framework for understanding 
how oughtness is predominantly grounded, 
implicit, and embodied, but this does not require 
the position that every sense of oughtness neces-
sarily emerges and is sustained only in this way. 
Conceptual understandings of oughtness could be 
“passed on” without someone engaging in the 
practice. In other words, in situations of deliberate 
socialization, oughtness may be instilled in others 
through primarily linguistic means (Mills, 1940; 
Vaisey, 2009; Winchester & Green, 2019). This 
may, however, be marginal and instill an ersatz 
grasp of what one ought-to-do, without a visceral 
sense of necessity. Nevertheless, we cannot dis-
miss that situations of moral education exist, 

perhaps most obviously in parenting when one 
would hope their child avoids wrongdoing rather 
than learn by experience or coaching where one 
hopes to avoid mistakes during a competition. 
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