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In phenomenology, normality is neither an objectively measurable average nor a mere historical 

or social construct. Rather than being understood from without, looked at from the outside of 

lived experiences, normality is approached from within as a condition and mode of lived 

experience. In the first part of the paper, I will show why it is relevant to turn to a 

phenomenological investigation of normality if one is interested in normativity. This perspective, 

so I will argue, is needed if one wants to understand not only how external norms actually 

become part of subjective experience but also how norms develop in the first place through 

repeated practices. As such, the experience of normality, understood here as consisting of self-

evident feelings of orientation and familiarity, can be interpreted as the result of an operative 

normativity. In the second part, I will present Husserl’s theory of normality in more detail in 

order to demonstrate how it could be applied to a more systematic investigation of normality and 

norms on different genetic levels. Lived normality is seen here as a dynamic and fragile system 

of balances; a constant attempt to achieve an equilibrium with one’s environment and fellow 

subjects. (Re)turning to normality allows us to see normativity at work, embedded in the need for 

constant development, appropriation, and transformations of regular structures in experience. 
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Introduction 

 

Normativity is not only a central topic within ethics, philosophy of law, or critical theory but it 

also has gained traction in the philosophy of mind and perception. However, these approaches 
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understand normativity in diverging ways. While the first focus on moral imperatives, natural or 

juridical laws or justified reasons, the latter discusses the presence of conditions of validity, not 

only with regard to judgements and concepts about perception but for perception. In the latter 

line of argumentation, phenomenological approaches to normativity have gained more attention 

in recent years in their attempt to demonstrate that there is a normativity immanent in perception 

and action (cf. Crowell 2013; Doyon and Breyer 2015). 

 

In this paper, I will argue that normality, understood as consisting of self-evident feelings of 

orientation and familiarity, can be theorized as the experiential dimension of normativity. Steven 

Crowell can be credited for introducing a phenomenology to the recent debate on normativity in 

perception. He argues that phenomenological analyses (typically, Husserl’s and Heidegger’s 

approach to it) show that experience is first and foremost a space of meaning and therefore 

normative. The concepts of intentionality, meaning, and normativity are as such necessarily 

intertwined. Intentionality is “individual, non-symbolic, and pre-predicative” (Crowell 2013, 

131) and thereby characterized by the structure of intention and fulfillment. In his ‘minimal’ 

definition, a norm is “anything that serves as a standard of success or failure of any kind” 

(Crowell 2013, 2). Normality, the feeling of coherence, self-evidence, constancy, and orientation, 

is in this sense the result of a successfully established norm that guides our perception of the 

world. At the same time, normality represents an ‘optimality’ as the intentions or passive 

associations and appresentations match perfectly with our surrounding world and the actions that 

we want to realize in it. By elaborating on these notions, I will develop a phenomenological, 

bottom-up approach to normativity. It starts not from what should guide behavior but from a 

description of what kinds of norms do guide behavior and how these norms develop typically. 

  

In the first section, I will explain how experiencing normally (in a normal, that is, concordant 

and optimal way) can be interpreted as the result of an operative normativity. I will then show 

how to apply this analysis systematically on different genetic levels, namely perceptual, bodily, 

and finally social normality in Sections 2,3, and 4. 

 

1. Turning to normality to understand normativity 
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Experience can be called normative in two ways: (1) in a qualitative sense and (2) in a formal (or 

modal) sense. Such an operative normativity is thereby concretely expressed by an experiential 

dimension of normality or abnormality. Normality, in the first sense, can be experienced as more 

or less optimal and thus normative for the respective needs and projects of an individual. The 

experience can also be determined as concordant or dis-concordant with established patterns of 

experience that guide future perceptions and bodily practices and create implicit expectations in 

the process of experiencing, rendering normality normative in the second sense. 

Transcendentally speaking, concordance and optimality are necessary conditions for experience. 

For Husserl experience needs to be (at least minimally or overall) continuous and coherent in 

order to count as the experience of something. At the same time, experience always aims at the 

optimal givenness or disclosure of the world. While concordance is thus a formal condition, 

optimality is a genetic condition of experience. Concretely speaking, to experience normally as a 

bodily subject means a) that my impressions or actions are mostly in coherence with the prior 

ones or part of an overall concordance (this includes temporary deviations or dis-concordances); 

and b) that every concrete experience has a qualitative character and aiming structure: my 

experience is always felt as more or less optimal with regard to my interests, practices, goals, and 

my relation to the respective environment. In concrete experience, both aspects of normality 

typically overlap: when one experiences in a concordant way one mostly also experiences this as 

optimal and vice versa. However, the sense of concordance and optimality can also temporarily 

and partly depart from each other. Indeed, one might become accustomed to living in a pandemic 

situation and thus experience the social distancing and lockdowns as ‘normal’ in terms of 

experiential concordance, but still deem it to be less than optimal. Alternatively, one might 

achieve a sudden glimpse into an optimal movement for a particular project (e.g., the height of a 

jump in a ballet sequence), and yet experience this movement as something dis-concordant rather 

than concordant with prior movements. 

 

The qualitative sense of normative normality points to the fact that there is no such thing as a 

neutral experience, but each concrete experience always already involves an evaluation of a 

situation, as more or less optimal. The formal sense of normality, however, requires at least some 

sense of prior or overall concordance, from which a current experience (as new, unusual, 

disrupting) can deviate. For this reason, following a deviation or disruption of normality, the 
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experiencing subject often wants to re-establish the former state and ‘return to’ normality as 

quickly as possible. Normality (or the experienced deviation from it) thus renders explicit the 

individual’s concrete relation to the world, including their past experiences, projected aims and 

interests, and relationships with and to others. By these relations normality is related to the 

phenomenon of attention, which structures one’s experience individually in a selective and 

preferential manner. Every concrete individual experience has a selective and qualitative 

dimension to it, which is more or less intense (that we ‘live’ or are engaged with more than 

others, cf. Husserl 1973, 80ff.), more or less concordant or optimal for the subject in question. 

We are not indifferent to what we experience, we are interested in and care for it. 

 

In phenomenological perspectives, normality can be studied from within as lived normality. This 

approach focuses on manners of experiencing, and it allows phenomenologists to investigate 

how individuals experience something as normal or abnormal (individual normality) and how 

this individual experience relates to those of others (intersubjective normality). Often placed in 

contrast to the first-person perspective of phenomenological investigations, historical or 

discursive approaches study normality mostly from without via genealogical or critical 

approaches,i which can be found in the domains of philosophy, sociology, disability studies, 

gender, queer, and critical race studies. In these approaches, normality is largely defined as the 

result of discursive or power processes of ‘normation’ (cf. Foucault 1990; 1995; 1997; Butler 

1993). These genealogical approaches demonstrate that concrete ideas of normality operate as 

implicit and explicit norms for experience and judgement. In this sense, normality is a contingent 

social category that masks itself as something universal, natural, or essential, which leads to the 

marking, negating, or violent exclusion of anything that deviates from the standard. Thus, 

critiques of the operation of normality in its historical realizations are of the utmost and urgent 

importance. And yet, I want to propose and argue that, in order to achieve a more comprehensive 

understanding and critique of normality, one needs to complement such accounts of normality as 

historically-constituted with an account of lived normality and its very constitution in and 

between subjects. 

 

In this regard, it is useful to differentiate an immanent or operative normality that characterizes 

manners of experiencing – the “how” of experiencing – from an external and (more) explicit 
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normality that characterizes what one is experiencing. In the first case, I experience something as 

normal or not normal with regard to what I have experienced before; these are my immanent 

standards. In the latter, I am perceived or evaluated ‘as normal or not normal’ according to 

external standards, i.e., standards that do not depend on me and which I may reject. In what 

follows, I will call “operative (immanent) normativity” the kind of normality that is established 

within practices themselves, that is, the kind of normativity that internally guides the practice and 

is acquired through repeated practice. The respective norms are constituted and retained within 

experience and they function as internal regulations that guide experience (cf. Basso 2012, 168f; 

cf. Merleau-Ponty 2012, 62). The norms are immanent, in the sense that one experiences 

something as ‘concordant’ or ‘optimal’ in relation to one’s former experience and one’s overall 

needs, interests, and projects; they are operative because their regulation is not rendered thematic 

for the experiencing subject but can remain implicit or completely “hidden”. Normality can thus 

be seen as an indicator of the operation of underlying norms. These operative norms are, 

however, not (yet) established in any strict or explicit sense but they can serve as a motivational 

foundation for higher forms of normativity. Operative normativity can therefore be made explicit 

when the subject’s experience is disrupted by a dis-concordance or her otherwise normal 

experience conflicts with the experience of others. An experienced tension between an individual 

and an intersubjective normality render the underlying operative norms thematic and can lead to 

a critical appreciation of them. Only at this stage can we say that norms are consciously 

employed and that they (through volitional affirmation) explicitly guide one’s behavior (Loidolt 

2019).ii 

 

Normality, including deviations from it, is therefore, phenomenologically speaking, the 

experiential dimension of normativity. In other words, one cannot experience operative norms in 

themselves precisely because they are the conditions and regularities that govern experience. 

Nonetheless, one can and does experience normality or, at the very least, deviations from what 

presents itself as normal (as concordant and/or optimal). An experience of normality can take the 

form of a short moment of surprise but also of a lasting and severe irritation or suffering. Such 

implicit feelings of the familiar and usual or the optimal can in turn motivate value judgments 

over what we regard as fitting or non-fitting, ugly or beautiful, good or bad etc.  Moreover, these 

immanent norms that develop through what we do and have done repeatedly, and the experiences 
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that match and concord between oneself, the respective world and others, can turn into 

institutionalized forms of imperative normativity that then sets a moral or cultural standard to 

regulate what we should (or should not) do now and in the future. In this sense, the formulation 

of explicit rules, which can then take the form of social mores and even laws, could be 

understood as the ‘singling out’ and ‘making explicit’ of operative norms that guide our 

experiencing, for example, norms characteristic of specific political or social groups who are 

sufficiently powerful to retain and stabilize their desired state of normality. 

 

If we consider the formal sense of normativity, which relates to normality as concordance, these 

immanent and operative norms appear inscribed into experience and thereby function as internal 

regularities that guide experience. Further, they are constituted and retained within experience by 

way of repeated interactions with the environment that result in skills or habits. But if one’s 

experience and habit formation was only guided by concordance (formal coherence of 

impressions or movements) then it would be enough to preserve and repeat the usual regularities, 

that is, past ways of motricity and perception. However, as Merleau-Ponty pointed out, habit is 

not a mere repetition but the “motoric acquisition of a new signification” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 

143). In this sense, I would like to argue, that the fact that experience is normative in a 

qualitative way, makes it inherently dynamic and open to future change. Bodily subjects aim at 

an optimal equilibrium with their environment and thereby experience respective concordances 

or dis-concordances as more or less optimal, Here, the possibility arises that an unusual 

perception or movement, although dis-concordant, is felt as more optimal and thus operates as 

motor for the development of different regularities, finally leading to a new normality. 

 

If we thus consider the qualitative sense of normativity, which is related to the experience of 

optimality, we can see the dynamic and constitutive side of experience. Here, one can imagine 

how new norms could develop as a result of mutual changes and relations between subjects and 

the environment. In this case, experience is not merely conditioned by pre-existing norms, but 

also the place where new norms are born (cf. Merleau-Ponty 2012, 62). 

 

The creative or dynamic side of normativity is crucial when we reflect on experiential normality 

and experiences of normality. Before there can be a measure for success and failure (e.g., a set of 
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expectations), norms have to be established first via exploration. Indeed, this creative aspect of 

normativity is necessary in order to make normal experience sustainable with regard to future 

experiences. Hereby, ruptures, breaks, irritations, or surprises motivate one to vary or adapt one’s 

behavior. A lack of norms or concrete experiences of failure and disappointment can thus be said 

to be necessary to gain information about an ever-changing environment and the experiencing 

subject herself. Normality, in this sense, does not mean the status quo or the ideal essence of 

experience but rather refers to individual and intersubjective experiential achievements and 

practical ‘deliberation.’ Thus, normality refers not only to the felt result of already-established 

norms (static conception of normality) but also to processes where something ‘becomes normal’ 

(genetic conception of normality). In this sense, not every form of experience can be analyzed as 

involving a (established) epistemological or practical ‘ought.’iii Many practices and thoughts are 

not directed or guided by any determinate goals but proceed as practical improvisations or 

imaginative explorations that vary and transform the familiar and usual in a playful way. Such 

explorative practices and thoughts are not normative in the sense that they are guided by an 

already-established norm, but are normative or norm-instituting in the sense that through these 

practices existing norms and meanings are taken up, transformed, varied, up to the point that new 

norms develop (cf. Merleau-Ponty 2010). 

 

A phenomenological approach to normativity can thus offer a bottom-up approach to 

normativity. It starts not from what should guide behavior but from the description and analysis 

of those norms that guide behavior internally and it asks how these norms develop typically and 

what necessarily conditions that development. Normality is thus not only the result of an already-

established (external or immanent) normativity that in turn ‘normalizes’ behavior and experience 

but is an active performative product of this very experience. Normality, in this regard, is 

dynamic: it has to be established, remained, or modified within shared experience and practices. 

This means that normality is not only an indicator but also the experiential foundation of norms 

and normativity. Only when circumstances change and the respective practices and beliefs of a 

subject or subjects no longer work seamlessly does room open up for reflection, deliberative 

reason, and critique – normality requires thematization. 
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In turning to the levels and expressions of normality from within, one can describe normativity at 

work. It is only in concrete cases, wherein associations, practical anticipations, and expectations 

appear to succeed or fail, where we can uncover the underlying norms at play in perception, 

skilled behavior, and social interaction. In the following sections, this analysis will be carried out 

on three genetic levels of normality. The aim is to show how in each of them, norms can be 

stabilized or changed. On each level, normality is studied in the two above distinguished senses: 

(1) the concordance of the contents of experience and (2) the inherent relation of every ongoing 

experience to an ideal or to a relative optimum (cf. Heinämaa and Taipale 2018). Moreover, we 

also can, and need, to pay attention to variance on individual and communal levels of 

experiencing. Namely Husserl differentiates between normality on an individual level (i.e., 

concordance and optimality with respect to the course of individual experiences) and normality 

on an intersubjective level (i.e., concordance between the experiences of an individual and those 

of the intersubjective community). I will argue that normality in a full and stable sense is deemed 

possible only when the intersubjective dimension of experiencing is taken into account. On an 

individual level, normality permits a coherent and familiar experience, while the intersubjective 

level of normality establishes a common ground or ‘world’ as the basis for all social interaction 

and communication.iv All three genetic levels of normality – perceptual, practical-bodily, and 

social – entail both individual and fully intersubjective processes. However, the relations 

between the individual and the intersubjective play out in different manners on different levels of 

analysis. The level of social normality is crucial for the analysis of lived intersubjective 

normality, while bodily normality and perceptional normality are crucial for the experience of 

individual normality. However, as we will see, perceptional normality must be intersubjectively 

valid since this is necessary for objectivity and our individual sense of reality. 

 

2. Perceptional normality 

 

Perception is said to be phenomenologically normal when its contents are concordant 

(einstimmig) and thereby ‘match’ with previous contents. This means that every new sensual 

input has to fit within the larger temporal and thematic context of perception. Perception, in 

aiming at its object, carries an operative assumption that the intended object is as intended, for 

example, that a house is three-dimensional when we only see its front side. Within the course of 
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a perception, singular perceptions and inputs must temporarily and qualitatively match to form a 

coherent and stable object-perception. Concordance is thus necessary to establish a stable 

reference to an object: actual and potential as well as empty and fulfilled intentions are bound 

together in a regular way, which confirms the continuity and coherence of the object over time. 

Perception has to successfully complete the not-yet or not-actually seen aspects of the 

perceiver’s environment as well as their bodily actions and movements that contribute to the 

perception, and it does so on the basis of past experiences and established ‘types’ or ‘typical’ 

experiences. Concrete perception is therefore only possible with regard to the normative 

interplay between my potential bodily movements (kinaesthesis) and appearances that are 

conditionally related to them. In other words, on the basis of prior experiences and their 

habituation, my body knows that ‘if I move my eyes this way, the respective object will appear 

in that way’ (Crowell 2013, 141). This connection of actual and potential (past and future) 

perceptions and movements establishes the so-called ‘weak transcendence’ and ‘normality’ of 

the perceptual object. Concordance, when is established between appearances in different regular 

perspectives, motivates the positing of the objective existence and transcendence of the percept. 

Concordance, which appears in different regular perspectives, is experienced as evidence for its 

objective existence and thus as transcendent. 

 

However, if something we automatically anticipate does not show up or if it were to suddenly 

vanish, then disappointment of intention occurs in form of surprise or irritation. Here, further 

employment of attention and or reflection is needed in order to find out ‘what is wrong.’  When 

one’s present experience stands in conflict with one’s prior experiences, a resolution must be 

found in one way or another. Several alternatives are possible in principle: we may declare our 

perception to be an illusion (or an exception to the rule); or we may ignore the transgression and 

thus stick to the prior normality; or we may, quite simply, have to establish a new sense of 

normality. If there is just a minor deviation, the perceptual system is able to pass through it 

immediately and go back to normal. This phenomenon of ignoring inconsistent inputs finds its 

psychological explanation in studies of inattentional or change ‘blindness’ (cf. Mack and Rock 

1998; Simons et al 1997; 1999). Alternatively, one can treat the respective deviation as a 

temporary exception and thereby retain one’s state of normality with all its implicit assumptions 

intact, which finds its expression in certain psychological phenomena such as confirmation bias. 
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Finally, one might be able to retain one’s system of normality while slightly broadening and 

adapting it to a changing situation. Only in very radical cases, for example, when the interruption 

appears long-lasting, does one have to establish a new normality, whereby prior experiences will 

be re-labeled as exceptions or non-normal states. 

 

Consider, for instance, the situation in which you first notice a mannequin in a shop window, but 

then realize that what you witness is in fact a human person who is decorating the window. Or 

consider a more elaborate case: You are meeting your friend, whom you take to be a human 

being by default, but discover later that what you encountered was in fact an exact robotic replica 

of your friend. In this case, you may retain the assumption that an object that looks and behaves 

like a human being is a human being. And yet, this scenario will likely cause you to doubt and 

adapt that assumption under certain circumstances: for instance, your friend does not appear to 

recognize you, or they suddenly appear to be experiencing some kind of network breakdown. If 

these circumstances arise, you assume that your friend could be a robot replica. If this robot 

replica turns out to be the friend you always had, then you may be inclined to totally overthrow 

what you perceived as ‘normal.’ With this, a new normality must be established, one in which all 

human beings could in fact be robots.v This overthrow of prior experiences (and of one’s 

assumptions about the world) would likely be accompanied by an initial sense of disturbance, 

but, if this experience was one that endured and repeated itself over time, a new normal would 

also come to be established. 

 

However, mere concordance would not be enough for experience of normality; appearances and 

appearance systems must also be optimal in order to render experience normal. As already 

mentioned above, situation such as the “the covid-19 pandemic” , with the lockdown and social 

distancing measures, might after one year be experienced as concordant, familiar or even usual. 

Nonetheless, it is highly unlikely that the majority of people who have been subject to it would 

experience the situation as optimal, that is, matching their needs, aims, and interests. While 

normality as concordance is the condition of coherent experience, normality as optimality refers 

to the intentional aims of perception. Moreover, Husserl differentiates between relative optimum, 

which depends on the interests and goals of the experiencing subject, and absolute optimum, 

which refers to the epistemological ideal of a complete perception of a thing or the world.vi 
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Relative optima change with regard to the interests, skills and professions of perceivers. What 

would count as the optimal perception for a philosopher who visits the city of Helsinki would 

likely not be the same for an architect or a city planner. Both the relative and absolute optima 

call for either subjective conditions or objective circumstances that allow for the best suited or 

the best possible perception of an object. 

 

That normal experience inherently aims at an optimum renders normality dynamic. In order to 

guarantee the sustainability of normal perception, it is not enough to ensure concordance. 

Instead, perception must be directed at an optimal grip of one’s environment, that is, of a better, 

more practical, more intense, interesting, or enjoyable experience, even at the cost of current 

concordance. Optimal perception is thus not to be equated with adequate perception or a 

maximum grip. Quite the contrary, optimality as a qualitative dimension is in need of interest, 

engagement, and curiosity. As Husserl notes, if we see too much of one thing, we tend to get 

bored and experience it as less optimal, and then pay less attention to it (cf. Husserl 2004, 108; 

Wehrle 2010; 2015a, 52). This inherent preference for the ‘new’ in perception seems to be in 

tension with Husserl’s epistemological concept of optimum, which begets the most distinctive 

and evident description of the world. This is to say that for normality to be durable, in the sense 

of optimacy, it would require sensory interruptions and causes for attention which provoke 

reflection on and even the modification of the current course of experience. 

 

Another reason for the dynamic of individual normality is its dependence on the normality of 

other subjects. To guarantee a proper normality or a ‘strong transcendence’ (cf. Carr 1973, 18; 

Husserl 1950/1960, 123f./91f.), a perceived object must not only be concordantly visible for me, 

but for everyone else as well. That means, the object must transcend not only my actual 

intention, as is the case with every external perception of say a house, where my past 

perspectives of the house have to be in accordance with current and anticipated perspectives, but 

also my experience as a whole. That is to say, there must be a concordance not merely within my 

system of appearances, but also within and between a plurality of other systems of appearances. 

For normality to be sustainable and stable, it has to be intersubjectively shared, making it in turn 

a necessary ingredient for the objective validity of objects and of the world as well as a pre-

condition for every form of concrete empathy. The fact that all human subjects share (at least, in 
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principle) the same experiential and perceptional systems guarantees that things and, on a 

broader scale, the world can be described as objective. 

 

Given that we potentially and in principle share the same bodies, including kinaesthetic, 

psychological and mental functions, I can legitimately claim that what I experience is 

experienced by others as well (although by no means necessarily in the same way). This implies, 

in principle, that I could have the same perceptions and experiences as other subjects: were I to 

sit where you sit now, I will see to a certain extent the same things (e.g., a table, computer 

screen, keyboard, page, words, etc.) that you see. Indeed, to guarantee the objective validity of 

the world, our possible perceptions must in principle be interchangeable. This is only possible as 

long as we have some common physical and mental constitutions and conditions. Everyone has 

sense experiences and embodied access to world, albeit differently, and thus the possibility to 

make sense of one another. Therefore, it is problematic when one’s perception of the world 

radically differs from that of others, whether this difference is incurred due to a sudden change or 

because one is born with a different bodily or sensory constitution. This might well be 

experienced as concordant from the perspective of the individual, but it would deviate from an 

intersubjective concordance and, indeed, from an intersubjectively-defined optimality. 

 

While, on an individual level, the day-to-day experience of a blind person is as concordant and 

stable as that of a person who can see, it is discordant with the average perception of a 

community of (predominantly, seeing) subjects. More importantly, being blind is discordant with 

optimal visual perception (but not tactual or auditory perception), which operates as an epistemic 

norm, that calls for certain subjective-bodily conditions and abilities that allow for the most 

differentiated unified view as well as for the best ‘objective’ circumstances (such as lighting 

conditions and perceptual distance). Therefore, normality is not only to be defined as 

intersubjective concordance but also entails the scale of the ideal of an intersubjectively optimal 

perception of the world. However, when dealing with optimality in the relative sense specified 

above, one always has to study carefully which subjects determine what counts as the optimal 

perception or as adequate behavior. Optimality is not just an ideal concept but also a relative 

concept which cannot be defined without the context of a concrete environment, certain aims, 

practices, interests, or values. 
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There can be several reasons why deviations and ruptures occur within my (former and current) 

individual normality or between my normality and intersubjective normality, both in terms of 

concordance and optimality. For example, research in phenomenological psychopathology on 

schizophrenia and depression has demonstrated that the disturbances of temporal experience that 

such conditions involve have both individual and intersubjective origins (cf. Fuchs 2013; 

Ratcliffe 2012; Bovet and Parnas 1993). The alterations identified in experiencing can thus be 

explained along both lines: these psychopathologies are characterized by disturbances within 

individual temporal concordance as well as tensions between individual temporal experience and 

intersubjective temporal experience. This is because the individual and the intersubjective, in 

phenomenological analysis, are not two alternative grounds or separate levels of explanation but 

are mutually dependent constituents of experiencing. Questions also follow: Do patients 

experience a basic fragmentation of their individual experience or rather a lack of engagement 

and intensity? And, is their individual experience the primary concern or, rather, the mismatch 

with the respective intersubjective normality? 

 

3. Bodily normality (Bodily habit)  

 

Although Husserl does primarily speak of normality with regard to perception, one can also 

apply his concepts of normality in the analysis of the more concrete level of bodily or practical 

experience. Here, individual concordance and optimality manifest through habituation or 

habituality. The processes of habituation are analyzed by Merleau-Ponty on the level of bodily 

skills: In the course of a life, which consists of returning impressions and interactions, one 

acquires skills, practical knowledge, and motor habits that help orientate and familiarize a 

subject with their environment. The experience of an overall concordance or lack of concordance 

is the result of the development of a constant habitual style of interaction with one’s environment 

as well as with other subjects. This typical habitual behavior allows one to execute a self-evident 

routine wherein one automatically knows what to do and how (best) to go about it. 

 

In terms of optimality, normality is thus experienced either as an “I can” or an “I cannot,” 

respective to the circumstances, which implies a match between the acquired individual habits 
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and the environment in which one is embedded. When I have a normal experience of and with 

my body, this suggests that I have specific abilities that match or ‘fit’ with the respective 

environment, thereby facilitating a smooth interaction. In such a concordant bodily experience, 

my body (or own movements) disappears into the background, allowing me to direct all my 

attention towards my interests in the world and so to lose myself in my activities. In order to 

achieve such a practical concordance and optimality, repeated interaction, exploration, and 

learning of skills and movements are necessary. Only when activities, such as walking, biking, 

driving, or keeping a 1.5 meters distance from others, turn into skills or habits, they are no longer 

explicitly experienced, prompt surprise or irritation, or require any special effort. 

 

These acquired habits, with their implicit regularities of daily routines, can therefore be 

understood as an operative practical normativity of experience. Moreover, if we share a common 

environment with other individuals, we develop similar skills and habits as our fellow subjects, 

which makes it easier to anticipate their behavior in typical situations (Husserl 1952/Husserl 

1989, 268/280). Through repeated interaction and shared practices, an intersubjective normality 

or common sense can be concretely established, which facilitates in turn cooperation and 

understanding. The development of habits as individual, common (alike), or shared (acquired or 

practices together) can therefore be understood as a form of practical constitution, whereby a 

new motoric or practical sense (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 143–148) is acquired by the bodily subject. 

Such an embodied practical possibility (Husserl 1952/1989, 273/261) is not bound to the 

conditions of its acquirement but rather can be applied in multiple and variable ways. This can be 

seen in developed skills such as typing (say, on a typewriter or smart phone), piano playing (on 

an organ or accordion), which can also be personalized, transformed, or taken out of context. 

 

The possibility of acquiring bodily habits, and thus of developing a typical and identifiable style 

of behavior, is necessary for every practical normality. But this also means that one cannot 

reduce habit to automatic behavior that produces mere concordance. For bodily habit to maintain 

current behaviors and guarantee future normality, it must not only repeat previously learned 

bodily behaviors but also be open to adjustments in light of new circumstances. Indeed, no 

practical life functions purely out of bodily habit nor can it always be concordant. In fact, 

practical normality is a daily achievement characterized by a numerous minor failures and 
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adaptions due to changes in one’s environment or embodiment. This highlights the dynamic 

adaptability of the habitual normality of embodiment.  However, radical disruptions or a break-

down of habitual bodily action that disturb an overall concordance and optimality of experience 

can occur, for example, in sickness, bodily injuries, or violations (Carel 2016, Scarry 1985, 

Svenaeus 2017). Studying cases of sickness experiences, Havi Carel argues that a feeling of 

bodily doubt is primary in them, and that it renders difficult any concordant and optimal 

experience through the body (Carel 2016, 86f.). No longer can our bodies operate as a silent 

medium, one that serves our interests and projects; instead, it becomes an obstacle for us, 

pushing its way into the center of our concerns. 

 

This suggests that the conceptual framework of individual normality and intersubjective 

normality could promote phenomenological studies of illness and disability. For example, one 

could differentiate how specific types of illnesses or disabilities affect individual 

concordance/optimality and intersubjective concordance/optimality respectively. While the first 

refers more to the ways in which one is in relation to the world through their body (sensory-

motor body-schema), the latter concerns how one’s body and behaviors are evaluated by others 

or in comparison to others (intersubjective body-image). While short-term interruptions of the 

habitual use of the body are experienced as a disturbance with respect to previous experience and 

activity (i.e., individual normality standards), longer-term or repeated interruptions could 

ultimately lead to the establishment of a new normality. For instance, congenital disabilities are 

not experienced by the respective individuals as discordant or abnormal per se (cf., Martiny 

2015), they may only appear as such in relation to the standards and terms of intersubjective 

normality. A study on congenital or long-term disabilities also raises the question of whether 

they are always experienced by the subjects as simply lacking optimality (with regard to their 

interests and projects) or whether the experience is rather that of being robbed of all possibilities 

of developing optimality due to the necessity of living in an alien society of ableism, one that 

makes a lived normality impossible for people who deviate from a certain intersubjective 

optimum. Similarly, lived normality can be made impossible when one’s body is externally 

defined as not normal, such as not white (Fanon 1952), not cisgender, not heterosexual (Ahmed 

2010), not healthy, thin, young, or male (Young, 1998). Such normative social frameworks have 
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an impact on how I evaluate myself as a body (body-image) and how I am bodily directed at the 

world (body-schema). 

 

4. Social normality 

 

With Husserl, one could understand social normality as that which concretely characterizes our 

‘natural attitude’ or lifeworld, this is, one’s ‘homeworld’ (Husserl 2008, 154–178). This world, 

in which I was born and into which I was socialized, is the starting point and interpretive 

framework to which I relate everything else. Accordingly, the individual has not only an 

individual optimum (or an objective optimum of whatever kind) but also a social or cultural 

optimum, which operates as the standard for his or her individual opinions, actions, and values. 

In this context, deviations from what is perceived as usual (i.e., in concordance) and as optimal 

can occur within (a) the individual and the overall social normality, (b) within one’s social 

normality, or (c) in contrast to another, alternative social normality. 

 

With regard to (a), from the perspective of a social normality, every individual experience is 

preceded by a ‘social a priori,’ as Alfred Schutz describes it (Schutz and Luckmann 1973, 244). 

The social is thereby the result of an intersubjective, cultural, and historical inheritance. This 

inheritance can be acquired implicitly through imitation or incorporation of behavior, through the 

acquisition of conventions and mores, and it can also be acquired explicitly through education 

and supervision in the family, school, and other institutions. Habits are therefore never purely 

acquired by the individual but always also operate as socialized habits. The daily routines of 

coping with life are thus socially objectified in typical ways for all members of societies or 

communities. However, the way we adopt, realize, and perpetuate this ‘social a priori’ is in fact 

unique for each individual and established in concrete interpersonal interactions. The homeworld 

is thus not just a normative framework in which one is situated but is also a framework that has 

to be and can be constantly appropriated, actualized, and realized, as well as renewed. In this 

sense, social normality is necessarily dynamic: it has to be made our own as it is “constantly in 

the making through appropriation” (Steinbock 1995b, 227). Therefore, the social or common 

homeworld cannot be assumed as prior to any concrete interpersonal encounter. To be in any 

way meaningful and intelligible for us, social norms or rules need to be appropriated and 
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actualized by us as well as other members involved. Within this gradual process of appropriating 

the operative social norms, there is plenty of room for variation, transformation, and ‘failure.’ 

For example, as Judith Butler notes in Bodies that Matter (1993), even though gendered subjects 

are constituted by the heterosexual norms, some individuals necessarily fall outside this 

framework of normality because they are unable to appropriate these norms in terms accepted by 

social mores. In contrast, those who easily adopt and match well with social normality, this 

social normality becomes their ‘comfort zone’ or perhaps we can also say ‘homeworld.’ In this 

sense, one can state that social “normality is comfortable for those who can inhabit it” (Ahmed 

2014, 147) even as it remains a constant cause for concern, interruption, irritation, and thematic 

reflection for those who cannot. 

 

In terms of (b), members who seamlessly belong to one homeworld share a common style of 

habits, routines, patterns of interpretation, and relevancy. In social relations, such similarities, 

shared knowledge as well as values, are taken for granted until revoked. They form the basis for 

everyday communal understanding. The implicit social rules refer back to prior concrete 

interactions that have proven themselves in the past and have thus, in the course of time, 

acquired the status of general routines of action. In this way, the individual brings a certain 

socially acquired habitus (or stock of knowledge) into every new interaction, direct or indirect, 

with fellow human beings, and this generates in turn specific expectations about what can or 

cannot be done (cf. Schutz and Luckmann 1973). The intersubjective concordance is thus 

dependent on such practices, knowledge, routines, and functions as well as institutionalized roles 

that have been socially established. For example, upon meeting people in institutionalized social 

settings, we perceive them according to their types (e.g., as postal worker, bartender, etc.). While 

this might be unproblematic in the case of minor transactional encounter, it certainly becomes 

problematic if we begin to address individuals and make decisions about their lives in terms of 

such general types, be they those of ‘the refugee’, ‘the migrant,’ or just ‘the stranger.’ In these 

cases, such typification is an overall reduction of a unique individual to the representation of a 

specific group, and this can happen with regard to the individual’s gender, race, nationality, or 

transnational status, which most often goes hand-in-hand with a devaluation of the identified 

group. 
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These underlying operative norms of social normality are only questioned when they no longer 

function as a matter of course or can no longer be applied without facing problems, such as when 

an actual experience contradicts or opposes the typification. For example, if the function or status 

of the postal worker changes accordingly due to technological developments (e.g., the mail is 

now delivered by drones and postal workers have to digitally coordinate them) or if the person 

no longer behaves according to their professional type (e.g., they do not deliver the post directly 

to someone’s door), then our assumptions about them and their social role are challenged. The 

same fracture in experience can occur when one encounters a so-called ‘foreigner’ whose 

appearance and behavioral patterns do not cohere with a socially accepted stereotype (e.g., 

speaks Bavarian instead of broken German or is a renowned lawyer rather than a cleaner). One 

experiences a temporary or lasting deviation within one’s social normality that leads to a felt 

irritation or surprise. This can be the occasion for a renewed interpretation and, if necessary, 

adaptation of the type, which attempts to integrate the supposedly inappropriate information and, 

accordingly, expand social normality. However, the stubborn adherence to the familiar type 

seems to be the more common response in such situations: there is usually an initial attempt to 

tone down the conflicting or inappropriate information, to declare it an exception, or to ignore it 

altogether. Only if the overall familiarity of socialized forms of knowledge, situations, and roles 

begins to falter, they have to be reinterpreted and renegotiated. A type is usually only adapted 

when the use of the type is no longer socially optimal, indeed, when a situation can no longer be 

easily accommodated. Only when social circumstances have changed, do we have to strive again 

for interpretation and coherence such that the prior social norms can be assumed under the “grip 

of consciousness” (Schutz and Luckmann 1973, 101) and their limitations made visible. 

 

In the case of (c), we are confronted by an ‘alienworld’ which implies a different system of 

concordant and optimal experiences and, hence, of social normality. Although the homeworld 

and the alienworld share the same essential features of worldliness (i.e., temporality, spatiality, 

embodiment) and sociality (i.e., rule-like and institutionalized intersubjective interaction), the 

socially operative norms of the alienworld are not immediately accessible or comprehensible for 

the homeworld. From a generative perspective, these two cannot be interchangeable for at least 

two reasons. First, the asymmetry of the homeworld–alienworld relation: the respective 

homeworld will always be privileged by subjects; after all, it is their starting point and horizon of 
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life. Second, the obligation to respect what is different: “[t]o treat the home as interchangeable 

with the alien would be to presuppose that the alien is at my disposal” (Steinbock 1995b, 253), 

and, as such, fully accessible, transparent, and controllable. In the encounter with an alienworld, 

members of the homeworld discover the possibilities and the limits of the knowledge and 

practical abilities within their homeworld. In seeing and experiencing, for instance, how other 

cultures and people born and living within them behave, think, and organize things in their 

surrounding world (presumably differently from ours), we are faced with the relativity and 

changeability of our own norms and values. Social normality fails when we enter a new and 

unfamiliar cultural environment, wherein we must adapt and learn anew the implicit rules of 

everyday interaction and routines. 

 

This can motivate critique and change but it can also trigger fear and the desire to protect one’s 

homeworld against everything that is alien or different in one way or another. A widely used 

strategy for avoiding a genuine encounter with the alienworld is to universalize one’s own 

homeworld, i.e., conceptualize it as the general framework that encompasses or is able to 

encompass all others. This is often accompanied by attempts to usurp and annex the alien in 

order to control and dominate it (cf. Waldenfels 1997, 48ff.). However, since home and 

alienworlds are essentially co-constitutive and co-dependent, this, somewhat paradoxically and 

even comically (if it is not life-threatening), leads to the destruction of both the homeworld and 

alienworld. Because homeworlds and their normalities need to be constantly renewed and 

enacted, and because this is only possible through an encounter with the alien, such strategies of 

dominance end up in a world that claims to be universal but is actually emptied of significant 

difference and meaning. Such a world would neither have a past, nor would it have a future, 

because every generativity and, hence, every homeworld, internally refers to the alien and from 

the very start. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

We have seen that normality as a dimension of experience best manifests in the form of possible 

deviations, irritations, or surprises, which suggests a break-down of habits or beliefs rendered no 

longer self-evident. These felt deviations thereby indicate an underlying operative normativity, 
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that is thereby temporarily, partly or lastingly interrupted and thereby can get thematic as such. 

Furthermore, these deviations occur on different genetic stages of experiencing. As I have 

demonstrated, deviations and divergences can emerge (1) within individual normality, (2) 

between the individual and the intersubjective normality, and (3) between intersubjective 

normalities. 

 

Moreover, I have also argued that concordance is necessary for the establishment of any form of 

normality, while at the same time also emphasizing that deviations and interruptions from 

concordance play an important role in the constitution of the optimality of perception, skillful 

action, and common sense. Deviations and interruptions, experienced as negations of 

concordance, allow us to ‘update’ our automatic anticipations (including perceptional beliefs, 

bodily, or social know-how). These negations of normality provide us with significant evidence 

about the transcendent and changing world. This is especially important for sustaining an optimal 

fit between individuals and their environment, and between individuals and social groups. One 

could therefore state that the instability and dynamism of normality ensures the sustainability of 

normal experiences, that is, future normality. Thus, normality is not only a preserving force but a 

motivation for the development of new norms. 

 

Nonetheless, while the instability and dynamism of current normality is necessary for sustaining 

future normality, there is an inherent desire to quickly re-establish normality. Indeed, a lack of 

normality is accompanied by feelings of disorientation, anxiety, and even suffering, as can be 

seen on the part of the individual and also, by an erosion of a common ground (i.e., common 

norms), on the part of a social (intersubjective) community. The desire to ‘return to normality’ 

can be reactionary, often representing a subjective longing for a familiar and secured state which 

can be defended in an absolutizing and violent way as ‘natural’ or even ‘god-given.’ Such a 

retreat into, and defense of, a presumed ‘normality’ hinders debate on and critique of the 

underlying norms. In claiming normality for oneself, one tries to immunize oneself against 

critique and subsequently deny any obligation to justify one’s values and opinions and engage in 

dialogue. For this reason, the task of describing, explaining, and justifying the underlying norms 

at work requires that one (re)turns to lived normality. This does not mean, of course, that one 

would equate any established or (inter)subjective preferences to what is morally good. Instead, it 
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means that we need to trace the operation and failure of norms in lived experience in order to 

make them explicit and negotiable. This is indeed the first step that one needs to take in order to 

proceed to an ethical reflection of what kind of community is good (for all) and what one can and 

should do to make it possible. 
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