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We are ordinary people and such great events,
apart from death and birth, do not happen to us. I
can’t tell you much.

Despite this claim, Albay, a Bulgarian
man of Turkish descent, did have lot to tell
us about his life. When we interviewed
him, Albay was in his early fifties and
married to a woman, but he was living in
what we characterize as a non-cohabiting
relationship.! Albay was amongst the 67
participants in the research project, “Inti-
mate Citizenship in a Multicultural Eu-
rope: Women”’s Movements, Cultural Di-
versity, Personal Lives and Policy”.? We
conducted interviews with people from a
range of ethnic and racialized communi-
ties who were living outside conventional
families in four European cities: Sofia,
Lisbon, Oslo and London.? We have ana-
lysed these narratives from many different
angles, focusing on the narratives them-
selves (Roseneil et al. 2012) and on the
experiences of the different groups
amongst our interviewees (e.g. Roseneil et
al. 2013a; Roseneil et al. 2013b; Stoilova
et al. 2014; Roseneil et al. forthcoming).
Whilst there are significant differences
among our interviewees, across many
axes (Roseneil et al. 2009; Roseneil et al.
2010a; Roseneil et al. 2010b), our focus
here is on how the lure of “ordinariness”
cuts across these differences, exerting a
powerful impact both on those who see
themselves as being denied ordinariness
and those who consciously seek to escape
it.

We use Albay’s words as a starting
point for exploring the notion of “the ordi-
nary” as conceptualized, presented and
lived by our research participants. Like
many of our interviewees, Albay switched
between sometimes portraying himself as
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ordinary, and at other times focusing on
what he perceived as his own non-ordin-
ariness. The negotiations around the or-
dinary in Albay’s story are linked to the
normative value of the ordinary. In this
paper we explore the positive and negative
valences associated with being ordinary.
In so doing, we intervene in recent discus-
sions about intimate life by focusing on
how the idea of the ordinary colours life
stories and self-perceptions. We draw on a
body of biographical-narrative interviews
in which ordinariness emerged as an im-
portant theme when people were asked to
tell the story of their personal lives and re-
lationships. Through their narratives we
will discuss the duality of the ordinary in
contemporary culture: it can both be ac-
cepted as the gold standard of a good life
as well as being rejected as stifling and re-
stricting. We further argue that both these
ways of relating to the ordinary are en-
tangled with diverging, but coexisting,
cultural ethics.

The transformations of intimate life that
have taken place during the last forty
years mean that “more people are spend-
ing longer periods of their lives outside
the heterosexual, co-resident nuclear fam-
ily unit that became the dominant model
during the twentieth century” (Roseneil et
al. 2012:43; Roseneil & Budgeon 2004).
Despite major changes in the way people
lead their personal lives, we also see a ten-
acity of norms regarding how people
should live them (Roseneil et al., forth-
coming). In other words, some intimate
lives are seen as more norm-fulfilling, and
are more valued culturally, than others.

Ordinariness was not a concept with
which we began our research, nor was it
elicited through direct interview ques-
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tions. Rather, it emerged from the ac-
counts of our interviewees. We were
struck by the centrality of being ordinary,
or not so ordinary, in the life narratives
that were shared with us. But what is an
ordinary life? Who are ordinary people?
What do people think and feel about being
ordinary or extraordinary in their lived ex-
periences of intimacy? And why does or-
dinariness have great symbolic meaning
to so many people who are living uncon-
ventional intimate lives? In this contribu-
tion we explore some of the ways in which
our interviewees relate to ordinariness and
its opposite. In his article “On Doing Be-
ing Ordinary”, sociologist Harvey Sacks
argues that to be able to “do being ordin-
ary” one has to have access to the appro-
priate tools: one has to be in a position in
which doing the ordinary is possible
(Sacks 1984). By living outside conven-
tional families, our interviewees report ex-
periences of exclusion from “doing being
ordinary” in their intimate lives.*

The four national languages used by our
interviewees attach slightly different
value and connotations to the word ordin-
ary, relating it in different ways to notions
of the usual, the conventional, and the
regular. The most common Norwegian
word vanlig connotes usual, while the
English word ordinary also indicates plain
and not fancy. The etymological origin of
vanlig stems from vane which means
habit, and the ordinary thus also links to
the habitual. In the interviews the term 44
was repeatedly used by the Norwegian re-
spondents when they talked about ordin-
ariness. “A4”, the standard European for-
mat for a sheet of paper, is often used to
describe something ordinary, something
that fits squarely within the standard size
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and shape of things. The Bulgarian word
obuxkHOBeH has connotations of ‘plain’
and ‘uninteresting’. However, in Bulgar-
ian the word for ‘normal’, HopmareH, is
more widely used than ‘ordinary’, and
with the former comes the powerful im-
plicit assertion of normativity and stigma-
tization of that which is out-of-the-or-
dinary. In Portuguese, the word ordinario
or ordinaria, is a gendered adjective that
can have two contrasting meanings: it can
either mean common, average, normal, or
it can mean of poor quality, cheap or even
‘slutty’. Indeed, when preceded by the
word woman — mulher ordinaria — it is the
most common euphemism to describe a
woman who has several lovers or whose
sexual behaviour is condemned by domi-
nant moral values. As in Bulgaria, the
word normal is more widely used, along
with the word tradicional, to signal a fam-
ily life and/or an intimate arrangement
that is in accordance with the dominant
standards. Similar to Portuguese, another
English definition of the term ordinary is
of something unrefined and vulgar.

Our interviewees did not make clear
distinctions between the concepts of or-
dinary and normal. This is in accordance
with the work of the historians of ideas Pe-
ter Cryle and Elizabeth Stephens in their
genealogical investigation of the word
normal. They argue that the word came to
mean ‘ordinary’ and ‘common’ after
World War II, and still retains this mean-
ing (Cryle & Stephens 2017). And it is not
only our interviewees who slip between
words and definitions. In his article on
“Doing Being a Misfit”, the literature
scholar Alessandro Grilli uses the concept
normal when he discusses the work of
Harvey Sacks (1984), without comment-
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ing that Sacks originally wrote about the
ordinary (Grilli 2018). This illustrates
how closely linked the notions of ordinary
and normal can be, not only in contem-
porary perceptions and everyday lan-
guage, but also in contemporary scholarly
work.

We could also have framed an analysis
of our material through the lens of “the
normal” or “the conventional”. We will
argue, however, that “the ordinary” is an
interesting core of the negotiations per-
formed by our interviewees in their stories
about their intimate lives. Despite the fact
that different words are sometimes used
(ordinary, normal, usual, typical, average,
common, A4), and that ordinariness is
talked about in indirect ways, our inter-
viewees seem to share an understanding of
the great symbolic importance of “what
most people do” and of “the usual way of
living” in the realm of intimacy.’ Maybe
surprisingly, the phenomenon of “the or-
dinary” is something everyone we inter-
viewed relates to and seems to understand
in much the same way. In their highly di-
verse living situations, across national
contexts, legal and policy regimes and
group belonging, they all related to no-
tions of an ordinary life. Although the
concrete content of what is seen as ordin-
ary might vary in different contexts, the
notion of the ordinary as a central cultural
yardstick was present across our inter-
views. What distinguishes our interview-
ees from one another is not so much their
understanding of the ordinary, but rather
the value and disciplining force they at-
tach to it.

The example of Grilli/Sacks also ex-
emplifies how these terms can seem so
self-evident and obvious that they do not

need further discussion, reflection or defi-
nition. Both Sacks and Grilli use ordinary/
normal without seemingly feeling that ex-
planations are called for. Among cultural
researchers of the ordinary, Sacks and
Grilli are not alone. The practices of the
ordinary are looked into without necessar-
ily investigating the category of the ordin-
ary in itself, or the significance of it at a
given time, in a given context. The ordin-
ary’s status as natural and obvious — as
doxa — is in some ways dependent on this
silence. It does not need a definition, be-
cause “everybody knows” — or should
know (if they are ordinary) — what the or-
dinary is. To make it explicit, to attempt to
discuss or define it, to look at it too close-
ly, could potentially break the spell of “the
ordinary” as a “natural” and “stable” cate-
gory.

This article seeks to make explicit how
people breaking with conventional family
norms bring up ordinariness as an import-
ant theme in the narration of their life sto-
ry in the early 2000s. Although our study
is certainly not a terminological genealo-
gy, we hope that it contributes to an under-
standing of “the notion of the ordinary”
not as a universal or an ahistorical term,
but as something that is constantly con-
structed and negotiated in people’s lived
lives and the stories they tell about them.
The understanding of being ordinary, and
living an ordinary life, is open to cultural
negotiations and to personal interpreta-
tions and practices, although the hege-
monic status of the ordinary can make do-
ing the non-ordinary difficult and hard.
We acknowledge the “fuzziness” of the
concept of the ordinary, and explore,
rather than sorting or categorizing, the ar-
ticulations of ordinariness that emerged in
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our material. Under two themes — ordin-
ariness denied, and ordinariness escaped
— we discuss the variety of ways in which
our interviewees related to being seen as
non-ordinary. Although “the parameters
of ‘ordinariness’ vary for each human be-
ing” (Weiss 2008:1), in living a life out-
side the conventional family, all of our
interviewees experienced a cultural gaze
defining their intimate lives as “not ordin-
ary”. There are, however, major differ-
ences in how they approached this. We are
interested in how the interviewees’ con-
structions of ordinariness, and their expe-
riences of being seen as living somehow
out of the ordinary in the field of intimacy,
lead to different reflections and life strate-
gies. What language, and what values, are
available when they talk about and evalu-
ate their lives as not being ordinary?

The Common Hero® — the Values of
Ordinariness

As researchers invested in queer studies,
scepticism towards ordinariness is a fa-
miliar theoretical and political position to
us.” However, in various theoretical tradi-
tions, in popular culture and in our inter-
views, it is also possible to find many
positive values imbued in the concept and
implications of ordinariness. In one inter-
pretation, ordinariness represents moral
virtue. In 4 Politics of the ordinary, the
political scientist Thomas L. Dumm
writes about how “ordinary life” is ac-
corded specific symbolic and moral sig-
nificance.

Ordinary life, the life-world, the everyday, the
quotidian, the low, the common, the private, the
personal — everybody knows what the ordinary is.
The ordinary is what everybody knows. The or-
dinary gives us a sense of comfort; it allows us to
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make certain predictions about what will happen;
it provides the context for the text we provide. The
ordinary allows us to assume a certain constancy
of life. It is reliable. We can count on it. The sun
sets, the sun rises, another day of life begins. No
matter what else happens, we live our lives in the
manner of ordinary people. And so we celebrate
the ordinary as the practical form that peaceable
living takes when catastrophe takes hold of us or
when our circumstances are diminished, when life
is bad (Dumm 1999:1).

Dumm further argues that ordinariness is
romanticized and rendered synonymous
with common sense. As such, it becomes
the backbone of liberal democracy, the es-
sence of what is democratic and good. Or-
dinariness is the place where “the good
life” is found (Dumm 1999:3, cf. Helle-
sund 2008:67-70; Hellesund 2011).
Dumm writes from a North American per-
spective, but much of his contribution is
also relevant in the national contexts in
which our research took place: indeed “or-
dinary life” is widely cultivated and senti-
mentalized in all four countries of our re-
search — Bulgaria, Portugal, Norway and
the United Kingdom. An appeal to the or-
dinary is a part of the political and institu-
tionalized imaginaries of each of these
countries, and each political culture works
with ideas about “ordinary families” as
central to their notions of the worthy citi-
zen/subject. Ordinariness can also be seen
as an egalitarian ideal, and be valued as
such. As Dumm says, “A picture of ordin-
ary people pursuing ordinary goods and
leading ordinary lives constitutes an ideal
vision of liberal-democratic society”
(Dumm 1999:3). The ordinary people are
the people uncorrupted by the decadent
and dishonest ways of the elites. In such a
context, separating oneself from the
crowd can be seen as disloyal to a group,
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family or society, and to their collectivist
projects. Sticking out by being non-ordin-
ary can also be interpreted as being “pre-
tentious” (Sacks 1984:418-419).

Many would claim that the study of or-
dinariness — seen as the everyday — consti-
tutes the core of European ethnology. It is
primarily the life-worlds of “ordinary
people” that researchers seek to under-
stand and analyse (e.g. Ehn & Lofgren
1996; Ehn & Lofgren 2001; Ehn, Lofgren
& Wilk 2016). Eilert Sundt is seen as the
founding figure of ethnographic studies of
Norwegian folk life and culture. Starting
out with a study of the Norwegian travel-
lers, his concern soon became the living
conditions of the common or ordinary
people, “den almene mands kar” (Sundt
1855, ch. 1, 3). He was among many other
academics around Europe who became in-
terested in doing “folkelivsgranskning”,
“volkskunde”, or “folklore studies” —
studying the “folk” (“the people”) — from
the mid-nineteenth century onwards. “The
people” was here understood as the ordin-
ary people, a group the cultural and eco-
nomic elites until then knew and cared
little about. For many of the new “people-
investigators”, it was paramount to uphold
the overlooked and neglected valuable
elements of ordinary people and their
ways of life.

A focus on “ordinary people”, “normal
people”, “most people”, and “the average
person” can thus also be seen as a political
move, expressing criticism of elites and
elitism, and resistance against the cultural
hegemony of the elite (cf. Carpentier &
Hannot 2009; Gibson 2001; Gregg 2007).
Such an explicit turn can also be found in
cultural studies, sociology and history
during the 1950s, ’60s and ’70s (McCar-

thy 2006). The idea of ordinary people had
strong class-related connotations, as it was
primarily the working classes who were
understood as “ordinary” or ‘“common’.
Precisely for this reason, ordinariness,
everyday life and mass culture became
important themes in the social and cultural
sciences during these decades (see e.g. de
Certeau 1984). Ordinariness was to be
elevated and saved from the contempt to
which it had been subjected by elites and
academics.

In recent years, much exciting literature
has been published in European ethnology
and cultural studies on phenomena that are
so commonplace that they can be difficult
to detect and articulate. What is going on
an ordinary Thursday in an ordinary su-
permarket among the ordinary people who
shop there, for instance? This is not usual-
ly a question we ask, but Billy Ehn and
Orvar Lofgren argue that in the unarticu-
lated ordinary we can find “the subtle
knowledge of everyday skills and shared
competences and understandings” (Ehn &
Lofgren 2010:5).2 It can be argued that
both the so-called “phenomenological
turn” and the “affective turn” in cultural
studies and the social sciences can be seen
as a part of this trend (Frykman & Gilje
2009; Gregg & Seigworth 2011; High-
more 2011; Lofgren & Wilk 2006; Lof-
gren 2014; Vallgarda 2013). Many schol-
ars want to explore fantasies, dreams,
longings, moods, the unsaid — things that
are so well-known that they remain unar-
ticulated, and that are often ambiguous,
fragmented, contradictory and inconsist-
ent (Ehn & Lofgren 2007; Highmore
2011; Lofgren & Wilk 2006; Stewart
2007). Researchers concern themselves
with how these phenomena stand at the
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margins of, or in-between, well-integrated
ideas, systems and cultural patterns (Ehn
& Lofgren 2007:10-11), and how appar-
ently deeply personal, routine, random,
confusing, isolated and surprising phe-
nomena are also connected to “a realm of
communal (and differentiated) life”
(Highmore 2011:vi).

Although our work is more concerned
with exploring the idea of the ordinary
than exploring the practice of the ordinary
(de Certeau 1984), what we share with the
above research is the recognition of the
powerful ethical and emotional signifi-
cance that is attached to the ordinary.
Kathleen Stewart poetically defines the
ordinary as “a shifting assemblage of
practices and practical knowledges, a
scene of both liveness and exhaustion, a
dream of escape or of the simple life”
(Stewart 2007:1). The ordinary as a
dream, a cluster of affects, filled with
promises and reassurances, is certainly
present in the landscape we explore. Our
approach is inspired by a wish to under-
stand this aim for the ordinary, what we
call an ethic of ordinariness. Striving to
lead an ordinary life is also striving to live
a good and honourable life, and to many
the ordinary seems to be “a dimension of
life from which the raw material of happi-
ness might be drawn” (Dumm 1999:3).

Whilst in other work we have focused
on the differences in how intimacies can
be lived in our different national and
group-contexts (Roseneil et al. 2010,
2012, 2013a and b, forthcoming; Stoilova
et al. 2014), in this article we are more
struck by how ordinariness is a theme that
cuts across the different belongings and
positionings among our interviewees. Fo-
cusing on structural differences can also
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make us overlook the similarities in some
of the cultural negotiations that we all as
social beings must undertake. Although
we recognize how people are differently
positioned regarding the possibility of
“doing being ordinary”, we want to focus
here on how the cultural imperative of or-
dinariness is talked about within a wide
variety of life stories, and how the inter-
viewees use ordinariness as a standard for
measuring their own lives, as either sadly
lacking, or as happily transgressing, ordi-
nariness.

The Problematic Ordinary

While ordinariness and ordinary life have
been romanticized, sentimentalized and
treated as ethically worthwhile projects,
they have also been subject to scepticism
and contempt by critics of the ways in
which ordinariness is imbued with moral
value and how it acquires a hegemonic
and exclusionary character (Titchkosky
2003:22-23; Cohen 2004; Duggan 2002;
Lenon 2011; Warner 1999). The notion of
the “ordinary” citizen can be used, and has
been used, to implement policies that
erase the right to difference, placing the
heterosexual and reproductive citizen as
their normative reference point (Roseneil
et al. 2013b). Michael Warner is among
those who criticize homosexuals who
want normality, ordinariness and respect-
ability. The logic in the “respectability
camp”, he argues, always leads to some
(other) groups being singled out as non-re-
spectable. Fighting for the recognition of
one’s own normality necessarily confirms
the deviation and pathology of others.
Like Dumm, Warner argues that “the
taken-for-granted norms of common
sense are the only criteria of value”
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(Warner 1999:60). He is also a strong op-
ponent of deviant groups’ desires to be ac-
cepted within the bounds of such logic.

In her essay “Extraordinary Homo-
sexuals and the Fear of Being ordinary”,
Biddy Martin claims that both queer theo-
ry and profiled queer academics have ex-
pressed an incredible fear of ordinariness,
and a fear of assimilation (Martin 1994:
70). The media scholar Alan McKee ex-
pands on this, arguing that this is also a
fear of “being banal, mainstream and sub-
urban” (McKee 1999:214), of losing one’s
identity, disappearing in the crowd, and
being reduced to statistics (McKee 1999:
239). McKee studies science fiction litera-
ture in which the assimilating culture is
often presented as lacking feelings and
passion. Its feelings are “constrained and
analysed, safe and stable, and barely de-
serving to be named as emotion” (McKee
1999:240). The assimilated world — the
ordinary, normal, A4 world — appears as
“unsexy”” and “boring”.

The sociologists Henning Bech, Antho-
ny Giddens, Sasha Roseneil, and Jeffrey
Weeks have all argued that the differences
that are used to mark the distinctions be-
tween homosexual and heterosexual inti-
mate lives diminish in late modernity.
Through the rise in, and prevalence of, di-
vorce, the increase in the single popula-
tion, the emergence of “pure relation-
ships”, serial monogamy, and “chosen
families”, heterosexual intimate lives
have changed at least as much as homo-
sexual lives, and heterosexual intimate
patterns have become more like homo-
sexual ones (Giddens 1992; Bech 1997,
Roseneil 2000; Weeks 1995; 2007). In the
context of this changing intimate and
sexual landscape, in which the cultural

valuing and recognition of same-sex in-
timacies has undergone significant trans-
formation (Roseneil et al. 2010), and the
stark binary opposition of homosexual/
heterosexual has shifted (Roseneil 2000),
our research nonetheless points to how
some patterns and practices of intimacy
are still seen as ordinary, whilst others are
not. Although the philosopher Gail Weiss
quite rightly argues that “what counts as
‘ordinary’ can differ radically from one
person to another” (Weiss 2008:1), so-
cietal structures as well as overarching
norms favour some forms of intimate lives
over others, and in so doing they also con-
tribute to a sense of what an ordinary in-
timate life is.

In our study we looked at a multiplicity
of intimate arrangements that fall outside
the conventional family. This extended
view means that we look at ordinariness
from a different angle from the discus-
sions of Warner, Martin and McKee
above. Our goal in this paper is to under-
stand the negotiations of ordinariness in
which people engage. We explore what
being ordinary, or non-ordinary, means to
the people we interviewed, and the ethical
connotations they attach to ordinariness.

Method

In our multimethod research project we
carried out an historical study of the
claims and demands of movements of
gender and sexual equality and change in
regard to intimate life (Roseneil et al.
2010a), a critical analysis of law and poli-
cy concerning intimate citizenship (Rose-
neil et al. 2009), and a biographical-narra-
tive study of everyday experiences of in-
timate life among people living outside
conventional families, which is what we
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draw on here. By conventional families
we mean those family patterns preferred
and promoted by law, policy and cultural
traditions.” Some of the currently (still)
prevailing conventions relate to being part
of a couple, and more specifically, an op-
posite sex couple, and to living in a shared
home with one’s partner. Having children
within such a couple and living together as
a household is also part of the conception
of a conventional family across all four of
our national research sites. We therefore
chose to interview people who were one
or more of the following: (a) un-partnered;
(b) in a non-cohabiting (living-apart-to-
gether, or LAT) relationship; (c) lesbian,
gay, bisexual/in a same-sex relationship;
(d) living in shared housing (with people
to whom they were not biologically re-
lated or in a sexual/love relationship).
People living outside, or in conflict with,
convention are often forced to a higher
level of reflexivity than people following
more culturally expected life patterns.
They have to explain and defend their
situation in a way people in conventional
family settings never have to. We believe
that this, together with our chosen inter-
view method, resulted in particularly re-
flexive life narratives.

Participants in the project were between
30 and 55 years old. In each of the four
countries, we interviewed (at least) 16
people, both men and women. The four
countries were selected according to a
“most-different” comparative methodolo-
gy. We wanted to hear the intimate life
stories of people living in different kinds
of welfare regimes, and in long-standing
as well as newer democracies, recognizing
that the structural frameworks of the na-
tion states influence what kind of lives
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citizens can legitimately live. We chose
Bulgaria — a post-communist state, Nor-
way — a social-democratic Nordic welfare
state, Portugal — a southern-European,
Catholic post-dictatorship state, and the
UK - a north-western, (neo)liberal/social
investment welfare state (Roseneil et al.
2012, p. 44-45).

The interviewees were recruited largely
through gatekeepers, organizations and
online platforms, and snowballing from
participants and from personal contacts
(Crowhurst et al. 2013). The recruitment
was somewhat challenging, particularly
because we were seeking participants with
different ethnic/racialized backgrounds.
In each country, we interviewed both
members of the national majority popula-
tion and of two different minoritized/ra-
cialized groups. In Norway we selected
people with Sami and Pakistani back-
grounds, in addition to people from the na-
tional majority population. In Portugal we
interviewed Cape Verdean and Roma
people, in the UK people from the Paki-
stani and Turkish-speaking communities,
and in Bulgaria Turkish and Roma
people.'

The interviews and analyses were con-
ducted in accordance with the biographi-
cal narrative interpretive method (BNIM)
(Breckner & Rupp 2002; Roseneil 2012;
Wengraf 2001, 2009). After giving in-
formation about the project, we opened
each interview with the same narrative-
inducing question: “Can you tell me the
story of your life and personal relation-
ships — all the events and experiences
that have been important to you personal-
ly, how it has been for you? Please begin
wherever you like.” The intention behind
this approach was to let the interviewees



100 Tone Hellesund, Sasha Roseneil, Isabel Crowhurst, Ana Cristina Santos & Mariya Stoilova,

Narrating and Relating to Ordinariness

themselves decide the focus and the narra-
tive structure of their story, and to let them
choose what they thought was relevant in
their lives in answering the question.
Through this part of the interview, the in-
terviewer remained silent, and did not ask
any follow up questions until the inter-
viewee had finished answering this first
question. The length of this session varied
from 5 minutes to 4.5 hours. During this
opening session, the interviewer took ex-
tensive notes, and after a short break (dur-
ing which the interviewer consulted her
notes) a second follow-up session started.
Here the interviewer asked for more narra-
tive detail about the events and experi-
ences mentioned in the interviewee’s ini-
tial answer. The questions followed the
structure of the story told by the inter-
viewee, and follow-up questions were
only asked about the topics raised by the
interviewee in the first session. In our
view, this one open-ended question, and
the time and space allowed for the inter-
viewee to shape her/his own story, provid-
ed rich, complex material about intimate
life experiences. We believe that this
method gave us more varied and self-di-
rected stories than we could have achieved
with semi-structured interviews. It also al-
lowed specific themes to emerge from the
interviews that we had not conceptualized
in advance, such as ordinariness.

In accordance with the method, we also
developed a rigorous system for analysing
the interviews, requiring that we all
worked closely with the interview tran-
scripts, aiming for an in-depth interpreta-
tion that stayed close to the complexity of
each case. We performed a group analysis
process for a large number of the inter-
view transcripts, where we first focused

separately on each individual’s “lived
life” and then on their “told story”. We
spent a substantial amount of time collec-
tively discussing each case."!

All the interviewees had experienced
being seen as non-ordinary because of
their non-conventional intimate life ar-
rangements and status, and all the inter-
viewees we discuss in this article actively
constructed their stories in relation to be-
ing seen in this way. We find it intriguing
how ordinariness is both something that
can be desperately wanted and lamented if
lost, and something that people are happy
to escape. As we shall see, the experience
of being non-ordinary ranged from a feel-
ing of being different but still socially ac-
ceptable, to feeling ab-normal, and to hav-
ing something wrong with the self, to
those who aspired to being non-ordinary,
or even extraordinary, to rising above and/
or overtly challenging the value of ordin-
ariness. In our interviewees’ narratives of
intimate life, we identified different ways
ordinariness was perceived as having been
denied or lost, as well as ordinariness seen
as a fate that was happily escaped. We
also investigated therein the ethics imbued
in pursuing or transgressing ordinariness.

Ordinariness Denied

The interviewees discussed in the follow-
ing section all strove to live good and hon-
ourable lives, and in many ways they
would agree that the good life could be
found in the ordinary. They embraced the
value of ordinariness, and tended to regard
with regret that their intimate lives were
breaking with ordinariness. Some of them
were constantly reminded of this by the
questioning they experience from rela-
tives and friends
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Omar (mid-40s) and Behat (mid-30s),
British men from Pakistani and Turkish
backgrounds respectively, both talked
about struggling with being single at an
age when they are expected to be married
with children. A recurrent theme in
Omar’s story was not only that he “is still
single”, but also that “something must
have gone wrong” in his life. Omar saw
his story as highly unconventional, an un-
conventionality resting solely on the fact
that he was still single in mid-life: “My
story will be very strange for you. Not a
typical Pakistani life. [ stand a little bit dif-
ferent, because I am still single, because I
took another route.”

Subverting the norm of marriage
makes his life “very strange”, at least “a
little bit different”, and throughout his
story, the lack of marriage repeatedly
came up as something that needed an ex-
planation. As he talked, he tried to figure
out what had gone wrong, at which point
of his lived life he had made the wrong
choices.

Marriage and unfortunate singleness
also figured prominently in Behat’s story,
a British Turkish-Kurd man. He talked
about feeling great pressure to get mar-
ried. His parents lived in Turkey and they
were constantly asking him when he was
going to settle down and have children.
They themselves felt a great pressure from
the community around them about his
plans to have a family.

Nowadays my biggest issue is my marriage. [ am
almost 35 years old and I am still single, and this
is not acceptable. It is not my parents’ own deci-
sion but it is the people around them [...] For ex-
ample, the first thing, when I go to Turkey, is: so

are you married? Are you engaged? And I would
say no. “Oh this is not acceptable, you must!”

Narrating and Relating to Ordinariness

Behat also explained that when he calls
his parents every week, they always ask
him whether he has a girlfriend, and
when he is going to get married. His
mother cries and his father starts lectur-
ing him:

There are certain things in life [...] for example,
you are born, then you grow up, then what you do
after a certain age, you get married, you have to
produce, you have to make children, so why are
we alive? What’s the meaning of life, if we don’t
do it? OK you come like a plant and then you go
like a plant, without any meaning, and I say
“Dad”, then I start justifying again, “it’s not easy
to get married. [...] it’s not like your time, it’s dif-
ficult now”. [...] But they are not convinced and
they say it is a big shame on our family and every-
body thinks that OK, I am living a totally deviant
life and my Dad always tells me “you know, I am
ashamed to walk the streets in town sometimes”,
and he gives me examples like that person [ know,
“Ali[...], I went to see him today and we had cof-
fee and he asked me if you are married and he said
I couldn’t answer. You don’t know how I felt that
day, you can’t imagine it, you see, I am facing this
kind of thing every day because of you.” And you
know the conversation starts with my marriage
and it ends with marriage. And the next week, of
course, it is the same. Honestly, there is a big, big
pressure on me.

Not having achieved intimate ordinariness
weighs heavily on Omar and Behat. They
both longed for a permanent partner and
marriage, and their stories focused on the
external pressure to conform to an ordin-
ary life according to the standards of their
family and cultural community. Being or-
dinary is not only an individual but a com-
munal issue. Cultures more oriented to-
wards collectivism than to individualism
tend to demand even greater loyalty to the
recommendation of parents, family and
tradition (Bredal 2006). To deviate from
ordinary family life is to disrupt the social
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order and the cultural logic and values of
the community.

While Omar and Behat did not achieve
what they regarded as an ordinary intimate
life, others had been there, but had lost
their ordinariness. In the stories of Bjorn
(an ethnic majority Norwegian man,
mid-40s) and Shirin (a Norwegian-Paki-
stani woman in her mid-30s), painful di-
vorces were key themes. Both had taken it
for granted that their lives would follow
customary, traditional trajectories when
they married and had children at an appro-
priate age. They had expected to remain
on this track. Bjern explained:

When I got married, it was... of course the ideal
for my family was that I would grow old with my
wife and be married until death. I do not know to
what extent I had reflected on it at the time, but

that was just how it was. [ had never imagined that
I would divorce at some point.

Living an ordinary life, achieving the ex-
pected small and large milestones, make
reflection somewhat superfluous. In a
late modern life of seemingly endless
possibilities, “doing the ordinary”
seemed to relieve the self from some ma-
jor choices. Doing the ordinary can seem
both obvious and natural; it “was just
how it was”.

For Shirin, the divorce was even more
of a shock. She entered into an arranged
marriage as a teenager and had tried her
best to be a good housewife. Her husband
nevertheless wanted a divorce. Neither
Bjorn nor Shirin imagined they would one
day undergo divorce. Both felt sorrow and
shame over having failed marriages, and
over having lost the normality and re-
spectability they had assumed was their
destiny. For Shirin, the complications of
being non-ordinary were redoubled since

she needed to relate to more than one type
of intimate ordinariness:

But I think... us girls, we... from two cultures,
right? That is very difficult for us, because some-
times I am half-Pakistani, half-Norwegian. When
I... There are no Pakistani girls who live alone in
our community. But I do. What does that make
me? A Norwegian girl or a Pakistani girl? But I
can’t just find a man to live with, because I’m Pa-
kistani. But I can live alone. Do you understand
what I mean? That’s what I don’t understand my-
self, sometimes it’s allowed and other times not.
And when it’s allowed, it’s because it suits the
others. But when it suits you, then all of a sudden
you are being the wrong person. So you have to
adapt to the opinions of others.

To be what Shirin called “a wrong person”
— someone who breaks the important
norms and moral codes — was not what she
wanted. Quite the contrary; she did all she
could to fit in with what she understood as
the ordinary and normal pattern. How-
ever, the divorce entailed a dramatic break
with what was ordinary in her environ-
ment. Shirin pointed out how convention-
al morality is also subject to negotiation
and cultural change. Divorce and women
living alone had become a social reality in
some Norwegian-Pakistani families. Shi-
rin never wanted to be placed in this posi-
tion, and partly blamed her parents for
finding herself there. As she saw it, her
parents were busy with their own lives and
left her alone and lonely in an unaccept-
able social position. She had been forced
to live like a “Norwegian girl”. However,
when she wanted to change her situation
and find herself a new man, which is what
a Norwegian girl would do, she was “not
allowed”. She adapted to the norms that
“suited” her parents, and carried all the
burden of living the “wrong” sort of life
alone. To be “a wrong person” — someone
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who breaks the important norms — was not
what Shirin wanted.

Shirin and Bjern are differently posi-
tioned in the national context within
which they live. Bjorn is a white, well-
educated, majority man, centrally situated
in a culture where approximately 50 per
cent of marriages end in divorce. Shirin is
a minority woman without an education,
in a Norwegian-Pakistani culture in which
there were very few divorces when her
own divorce took place. In this context we
are more struck by the similarities in their
divorce stories than by their differences.
Both Shirin and Bjern were devastated
and deeply shaken by their divorces. This
was not how life was going to be — they
were supposed to live an ordinary life.
Their ideas of an ordinary life, and the or-
dinary life as the good life, were very
similar. When it came to the future, how-
ever, their ways parted. While Shirin saw
her divorce as placing her permanently
outside the ordinary, Bjern was busily try-
ing to rebuild his life, and his hope and
plan was to enter a “new ordinary”
through entering a new romantic relation-
ship.

The ordinary can be felt as a challenge
to be achieved and an ideal to be real-
ized."? The interviewees in this section are
prevented from experiencing their inti-
mate life in a positive way due to the pres-
sure to conform to what is seen as an or-
dinary intimate life. They are unable to ex-
perience their own lives as ordinary. The
ordinary life is the respectable life, and the
interviewees — and sometimes their fami-
lies as well — feel strongly the scorn and
the lack of recognition when the respecta-
bility of intimate ordinariness is absent.
But even more existential than the shame
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of being gay, single or divorced in con-
texts where this is seen as less than ordin-
ary, is the feeling that not being ordinary
is preventing access to the good life. For
different reasons, these interviewees’
lives are not lived “in the manner of ordin-
ary people” (Dumm 1999:1). Although
there are significant differences between
the levels of exclusion and marginality in
these cases, they all feel that they are de-
nied access to the “ordinary as the practi-
cal form [of] peaceable living” (ibid.). The
comfort of ordinariness is out of reach.

Ordinariness Escaped

Although ordinariness can be highly de-
sirable, ordinariness can also feel stifling
and restricting. Bowing to the convention
of the ordinary can be experienced as in
conflict with another central cultural
value, namely, the ethical obligation to
live in accordance with an authentic inner
self, and not to let societal conventions
hinder a realization of this truth (Taylor
1991). The interviewees in this section do
not aspire to ordinariness.

Amina (British Pakistani woman, late
30s) moved from Pakistan to Britain when
she was a teenager. She works in the me-
dia, and her story revolves around her
struggle to get away from a conventional
and traditional life. Amina fought hard to
remove herself from the pre-determined
path that she saw awaiting her, and she left
her family in Pakistan in search of a freer
life. She ran away to avoid an arranged
marriage, to avoid a life “where I wasn’t
going to be able to be free to be myself”.
She fled to London, determined to make a
new life for herself there.

In London, Amina had some sexual
liaisons with work colleagues, but soon
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she also met and started a secret affair
with Peter, who was a “big name in the in-
dustry”. They used to drink a lot and talk,
and it was “very intense, crazy, exces-
sive”.

He was my idea of what bohemian is, someone
who has never been married, he was almost twen-
ty years older than me, never been married, with
long relationships with people, in a Jean-Paul Sar-
tre kind of way.

Amina loved being alternative, different,
living a life that was a complete rupture
with what she views as the ordinariness of
her family.

My entire relationship with him [Peter] had been
based on a sense of unconventionality and the ap-
peal of him was that he was much older than me,
and I found it quite attractive. There was some-
thing sort of subversive and transgressive in our
encounter. He came from a *60s politicized, bo-
hemian sense of the world and had lived a very un-
conventional life, having girlfriends, more than
one at the same time. He felt like my kind of guy,
very bohemian.

When Amina unexpectedly became preg-
nant by Peter, the relationship with him
completely lost its appeal to her, as it be-
came ordinary. As she explained, whilst
Peter was very supportive, “very there for
me, and for the baby”, she felt that her ro-
mantic and sexual attraction to him had
completely faded away. This was not what
she imagined for herself.

During this time Amina met Hassan, an
Asian man, and started a relationship with
him. She continued to share a house with
Peter and their young son, with Peter
knowing about her relationship.

It went on for three years, and it was fine. It was
society that wasn’t able to cope. Everyone else
wasn’t able to cope. It was just too much. I would
have loved Peter to meet someone, and for us keep
living in the same house.

Here Amina seems to suggest that the
extraordinary circumstances of her family
arrangement suited her perfectly, but it
was just too difficult to sustain them be-
cause other people found them too com-
plicated and untenable. She bought a
house not far from Peter and broke up with
Hassan, as he wanted a more conventional
life, with more children: she was not pre-
pared to do so:

What made Hassan unsexy is that he wanted the
conventional set-up and he wanted me to be preg-
nant again, and he wanted a baby, and he wanted
a house together, and [ am “no thanks”, and he be-
came less desirable.

Her current set-up was one that Amina
cherished: she had her own house, and her
son Sabir spent part of the week with her
and part with Peter, who lived a few
blocks away.

I like it now that he [Peter] lives down the road.
He’s Sabir’s dad, he has an involvement with
me. We hang out, we are very friendly with each
other [...]. I am sure it’s to do with the fact that
when [ was growing up the stuff that [ was read-
ing, the role models...Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone
de Beauvoir...oh God I want to be like that, and
it is still like that. And even now, my ideal is to
meet someone who wouldn’t necessarily want
to live with me, but might want to live next
door, or opposite, or down the road. Cos I’ve
done the living together thing, and all the things
that people say about it, are ultimately true, it’s
that although it is lovely companionship, al-
though it is lovely familiarity, the truth is that I
don’t know how anyone manages to sustain that
and keep it sexy, and keep it surprising, and
keep it alive, and different and energized, when
you are in this set-up together and it is your de-
fault position.

At the end of the interview, Amina reflect-
ed upon her fear and dislike of “conven-
tionality” and whether she would be able
to find a way, the “magic formula”, of
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having a sustainable, long-term non-con-
ventional relationship, and be able to sus-
tain it.

I don’t know how people in marriages, where they
are living a conventional life together forever, I
admire them, but how the fuck do they manage it,
I don’t know! [Laughter] That’s why I feel that the
way to keep that spark is to have the artifice that
you get together, you have a passionate evening,
and then you go for a few days, and then you do it
again. I feel that there’s a magic formula that I
don’t know yet.

To Amina the ordinary was boring and un-
sexy — the opposite of her own life project,
which was about “keeping the spark™ and
being “free to be herself”. In her case, the
ethic of authenticity trumped the ethic of
the ordinary.

Norwegian Astrid (mid-thirties) is from
an ethnic majority background, works in a
creative profession and lives with her fe-
male lover. She was uncomfortable with
our open questions and tried to find out
more about what the interviewer wanted
to hear. She asked whether she could fo-
cus on the fact that she does not “live a
completely A4 life”. Up until Astrid met
her present partner, when she was in her
late twenties, she had only been with men.
She said that it was relatively unproblem-
atic to enter openly into a relationship
with another woman, and she had only re-
ceived positive reactions from those
around her. For Astrid, choosing a female
partner seemed to be a way of making a
positive break with a suffocating ordinari-
ness:

Yes, I could have ended up in a kind of A4. I had,
you know, a sort of lover, a boyfriend, when I
was younger, so we could have easily ended up
together. But luckily we did not. [...] The A4 life
I could have ended up living would have been
with this boyfriend of my youth, and we could
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just have stayed together and married when we
were 24 and bought a semi-detached house and
children and car and... And I would surely have
ended up with a completely different career than
I have now. And I do not think I would have been

as happy.
Why would you have ended up with a complete-

ly different career?

Because I believe he would have seen it as...
a bit, you know, exotic that you suddenly work
completely strange hours and that... and he is
probably much more like, it’s fine if you work
from nine to five and eat dinner when you come
home and... So, as such, I am very glad that |
don’t... I would probably have ended up
working in a store or something. But it’s like
you... or what I’ve been afraid of, what I
think of as an A4 life, that it would bore me to
death. But of course, it’s not certain that those
who live that way think it is. And nowadays my
life is actually not all that different either. I have
a house and a lover, a cat, car and job. It’s not all
that different.

In the interview, Astrid suggests a certain
fear of disappearing in the crowd, of
drowning in ordinariness. For her, choos-
ing a female partner represented a wel-
come non-ordinariness. The role this
non-ordinariness plays in her story has
very little to do with dramatic violations
of convention and far more to do with a
freedom from the “A4 norm”. The life she
lives is consistent with her values and
ideals and she experiences these as legiti-
mate in the society in which she lives. She
values a life that is not boring and a part-
nership that is based on intimacy and an
active desire to be together, exemplifying
the notion of the late modern “pure rela-
tionship” developed by Anthony Giddens
(1992). For Astrid, living a lesbian life of-
fers more room for excitement and uncon-
ventional choices than are offered by
heterosexuality. She imagines that if she
had ended up with a male partner, she
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would have made more “boring” choices
than she actually has made in other areas
of life.

While Amina quite consciously had
chosen to flee a traditional intimate life,
and to pursue something else, Astrid
seems to have stumbled upon unconven-
tionality by choosing a same-sex partner.
However, they are both embracing the
excitement this non-ordinariness adds to
their lives. Our three next interviewees
resemble Astrid and Amina, but resisting
intimate ordinariness also seems to rest
on a wider ethical rationale. For them be-
ing true to themselves and their inner po-
tential is far more important than bending
to convention. The final two interview-
ees in this section, Vera and Paul, also
seem to understand themselves as part of
an intimate avant-garde. By defying con-
ventional ordinariness they can help
'widen the scope of intimate ordinariness
for others.

Norwegian Saera is in her mid-30s, and
is from a Pakistani background. As a di-
vorced single mother, working as a secre-
tary, she feels partly excluded from the
community in which she was raised.
Nevertheless, she does not experience this
as a great loss since she feels she has little
in common with many people in that mi-
lieu. She has started an academic educa-
tion and is heavily involved in debating
various political and religious questions
on Internet forums. Through this activity,
she experiences herself as having both
power and influence. She describes her-
self as rebellious and strong. Even as a
child, the longing for autonomy, the abili-
ty to decide for herself, was what was im-
portant; it was not important for her to be
ordinary. Saera wants to make a mark on

the world. She says she would like to “be
remembered in 2,000 years”, either for the
intellectual work she hopes to do, or
through her descendants. She believes in
development and progress:

The meaning of life is that you should develop
yourself and become something better, so that the
generation you give birth to will inherit your
genes and develop to become even better. This is
because if you didn’t do this, we would still be
Neanderthals today. We should develop our-
selves. We should develop ourselves to be the
best, and all our qualities.

Saera has little time for uneducated, nar-
row-minded ordinariness. Indeed, she
seems to be aspiring to extraordinariness.

In her interview, Vera, a Portuguese
woman in her 40s from an ethnic majori-
ty background, focuses on what makes an
interesting life, interesting experiences,
and interesting personal relations, and
their opposites. She underlines that she
leads an interesting and unconventional
life. She takes great pleasure from having
the freedom to construct her intimate life
in any manner she wants. From a very
young age she decided that she did not
want to have a biological child, and later
she decided that she would adopt a child
by herself, and that she never wants to
live with a lover. In her biographical ac-
count of herself, it was clear that Vera
feels that she is not living a conventional
intimate life, and she was very proud of
this. She has a lover, Victor, whom she
often sees at weekends, whilst she shares
her daily life with a gay friend, Bruno,
with whom she has a strong emotional
bond. Realizing that her living and
love-arrangements are anything but or-
dinary, she enjoys the reactions she gets
from others around them:
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We’ve got a long-term joke which is to say that
Bruno is my husband, and all of my friends know
this: he is my husband! When I say “my husband”
everyone knows it refers to Bruno, and so [laughs]
all of the others who come in the interim are my
lovers. And the same with him, [laughs] his lovers
and the wife. And it is like this, really, if we want-
ed to transpose this to a normal or normalized
family relationship, say, the one that is considered
normal by society, Bruno would indeed be my
husband, because it is him with whom I share al-
most everything, right, except for bed. So, this is
why I like to [say this], because it shakes [convic-
tions/expectations] a bit, and, really, my husband
and my lover, people get a bit lost and I make sure
I explain them so that people get to think it over,
and to question things.

Paul, a Norwegian man from a majority
background, is another interviewee who
does not strive for ordinariness, but at this
stage in his life he is quite happy to see
himself as non-ordinary, or even extraor-
dinary. Paul is married to his long-term
male partner. He is in his mid-40s and
works as an engineer. As a young man, he
experienced his homosexuality as an al-
most insurmountable abnormality, but it
has now been many years since he felt ho-
mosexuality to be a problem. He lives
what can be characterized as an exception-
ally successful life, with a brilliant career,
a good marriage, children to care for, and
close relationships with friends and fami-
ly. But Paul also has a more hidden life.
After being with his partner for some
years, the two decided to open up their re-
lationship to other sexual liaisons. Paul
relishes the thrill, the chase and the sexual
experiences, and he also develops close
friendships with some of these other men.
Paul feels that Norwegians — including ho-
mosexual Norwegians — are too puritani-
cal about sexuality, and that important
elements and possibilities in homosexual
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life have been suppressed through the fo-
cus on securing normality, and the strug-
gles for the right to marry and to adopt
children. Paul refuses to be “tamed”, as he
puts it, by these norms, choosing instead
to live a life that corresponds with his own
ideals, not with conventional societal
norms about monogamy.

The lifelong monogamous relationship is a social
construction that is important to the continued ex-
istence of society. It’s very, very important as a...
as a set of traffic rules. But biologically... you
need discipline for that to work, I think. And [ am
in the privileged position where I [get] the social
pattern to work for me, while [ am able to also live
out the animal side. And to me that has been just
great.

Paul experienced that being sexually pro-
miscuous at the same time as being mar-
ried strongly diverges from ordinary
Norwegian morality and ideals of the
good life, and he was careful about who
he shared this information with. He had
no desire to fit into ordinary society in
this respect. On the contrary, he lived a
life that he thought many men would
envy: a stable marriage with a loving,
long-term partner, and the excitement of
extramarital sexual relationships and en-
counters. He recognized that society is
not yet ready to accept his lifestyle, but
until then, he lived well by enjoying the
best of both worlds.

In the previous section on “ordinariness
denied” we also saw how ordinariness can
be unavailable to some groups or individ-
uals due to key aspects of their intimate
lives that place them outside the bounda-
ries of ordinariness in their cultural con-
text, and we saw how it can be lost with
changing intimate circumstances. This
section also showed how several of the in-
terviewees saw ordinariness as a value and
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a way of life to pursue, or to grieve when
it was lost or unattainable. From this per-
spective ordinariness is a privilege for the
lucky ones, offering the reassurance of or-
der, safety and existential stability. In the
section on “ordinariness escaped” we
have seen how other interviewees in dif-
ferent ways and for different reasons em-
brace and take joy in breaking with ordi-
nariness in the field of intimacy. Here
non-ordinariness might be seen as a privi-
lege, particularly for the resourceful and
lucky ones (see also Heaphy 2017). The
philosopher Gail Weiss underlines how
the ordinary, “the sedimentation of every-
day experience into recognizable patterns
can serve to codify oppression as readily
as it can promote a reassuring sense of exi-
stential stability” (Weiss 2008:5). For the
interviewees in the last section, “intimate
ordinariness” represented constraint ra-
ther than relief. For them intimate non-
ordinariness offered new opportunities for
self-realization and satisfaction. In the
words of Alan McKee, it also gave them
the opportunity not to disappear in the
crowd, to escape the “banal, mainstream
and suburban” (McKee 1999:214). Weiss
points out that the disruption of the ordin-
ary can also can “be a hope, a fantasy or
even a prayer” (Weiss 2008:5). Maybe
these stories could be looked upon in such
a way, as hopes and dreams, or as the pre-
figurative practice of utopian living?

Concluding Discussion

In our study of life-narratives of people
living outside conventional families, we
found the notion of the ordinary to be a
prominent theme. Being situated as
non-ordinary through their intimate lives,
our interviewees reflected extensively on

how their own lives could be seen and
spoken about in relation to this notion.
People around them questioned their lives
as single, as not living with their partner,
as divorced, or as living in same-sex rela-
tionships. They were aware that people
were questioning whether their lives and
relationships were good and valuable
lives.

The worldview that it is opposite sex
couples living in monogamous, lifelong
reproductive unions who are ordinary
(and hence experience the “good life”) is
produced and reproduced through subtle
and sophisticated mechanisms of power.
Our interviewees met these mechanisms
through daily reminders from the popular
press, from their relatives and friends,
from official documents and encounters
with law'? and policy, etc. that their inti-
mate lives were not seen as ordinary.
Even more importantly, many found it
natural and obvious that their lives
should be seen this way. The hegemonic
worldview of what qualifies as an ordin-
ary intimate life has been rendered as
natural and legitimate. The sociologist
Tanya Titchkosky, who reflects at length
on being blind, writes that when people
intuitively think of an ordinary person,
they always think of someone who can
see: “Anyone appearing normal, compe-
tent, average, or ordinary is often seen as
sighted” (2003:69). Here one could also
add: the person perceived as normal,
competent, average or ordinary is also
usually heterosexual, white and has a
partner with whom they cohabit (Rose-
neil et al., forthcoming).

Through its interrogation of the signifi-
cance of the idea of ordinariness this art-
icle has also touched upon the vulnerabil-
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ity of our personal lives, the longing for
belonging that most of us share, and the
crucial role that recognition of our inti-
mate relationships plays for most of us.
How this vulnerability plays out, what sort
of recognition different people crave — and
from whom — needs to be addressed if we
are to understand how ordinariness, and
exclusions from it, work. The category of
the ordinary is not universal and natural.
Neither do we see the longing for ordin-
ariness or for the not-so-ordinary that we
have demonstrated as a universal longing,
but rather as a longing situated in the com-
plex relationship between belonging and
exclusion, community and individualism,
adaptation and authenticity, all pressing
issues in our time and place.

Living peacefully in the manner of or-
dinary people is certainly an important
ideal in all the four national contexts we
have studied, and many people find joy
and happiness in subscribing to this ethic
of the ordinary. But the other side of this
are experiences of frustration, exclusion
and unhappiness if access is denied, not
only to an ordinary present, but also to the
future life-script of events and life-phases
that the narrative of the ordinary promises.

In an often heartless world, intimate or-
dinariness represents a haven of continui-
ty and safety (Dumm 1999). Being a cog
in the machinery, doing what is expected,
fulfilling the expectations of those around
us, honouring traditions, just living an or-
dinary respectable life, is rewarded with
thousands of large and small affirmations.
The ordinary is where the good and right-
eous life is assumed to be found. Bjern
and Shirin subscribed to such an ideal. In
some ways, so did Omar and Behat, al-
though for them the external pressure to

109
Narrating and Relating to Ordinariness

conform was as present as the internal
ones. In Brian Heaphy’s study of same-
sex civil partners, he found that ordinari-
ness was an ideal among both the privi-
leged lesbians and gays and the more mar-
ginalized who were “less well positioned
to fully achieve it” (2017:41). The general
aspiration towards ordinariness is also
something that Daniel Miller and Sophie
Woodward write about in their ethno-
graphic study of blue jeans in north Lon-
don. They argue that jeans allow individ-
uals to inhabit the “the ordinary”, and
emphasizes how becoming ordinary is im-
portant for immigrants and the population
of north London more generally (Miller &
Woodward 2012). In contrast to this, our
study showed that the extent to which or-
dinariness was held up as an ideal varied
significantly among our interviewees. Re-
lief and pride in being “not so ordinary”
was also a position that was taken by inter-
viewees.

And there is also an ethics attached to
breaking free of the conventions of the or-
dinary. The ethic of the non-ordinary can
also be connected to the ethic of authen-
ticity (Taylor 1989; 1991). Living a life in
accordance with one’s inner self is, for
some, more important than striving for or-
dinariness. Heaphy argues that the queer
perspective on ordinariness as primarily
oppressive is “derived from the relatively
extraordinary experiences of elite cosmo-
politan queers, and that ignores the social,
economic, cultural and spatial constraints
that shape ‘ordinary’ non-cosmopolitan
lives” (2017:33). Our study resonates with
Heaphy’s findings. While the ethic of the
ordinary can be found across our sample
of interviewees, the ethic of the non-or-
dinary is primarily found among inter-
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viewees with higher cultural, social and
economic capital, although there are ex-
ceptions to this (e.g. Saera).

Both of the ways of relating to ordin-
ariness that we identified amongst our in-
terviewees — embracing the value of the
ordinary and rejecting it as stifling and po-
tentially inauthentic — resonate with
powerful discourses in contemporary Eu-
ropean cultures. These parallel values can
be activated by, and put their mark on,
people across different socio-cultural
groups. For those who felt they were in
danger of drowning in ordinariness, or
who felt ordinariness to be like a strait-
jacket, elements of life outside the con-
ventional family could be used to build a
positive identity as someone unusual,
unique, special, exceptional or “not com-
pletely A4”. For others, ordinariness was a
place to which they desired access, or
sometimes a lost condition, representing
the possibility of belonging and social rec-
ognition for which they yearned. In one
way or another our interviewees connect-
ed to a positioning of ordinariness as ei-
ther the valued good to which everyone
should aspire, or as the boring and banal,
conventional and inauthentic that should
be resisted. This duality in people’s rela-
tionships to ordinariness, and the powerful
lure of the ordinary in narratives of inti-
mate life, represent an important aspect of
culture in contemporary Europe.
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Notes

1 For a further discussion of non-cohabiting re-
lationships, see Stoilova et al.

2 This project was a part of the larger European
Union Framework 6 project FEMCIT Gen-
dered Citizenship in Multicultural Europe:
The Impact of Contemporary Women’s
Movements (www.femcit.org). The work
package on Intimate Citizenship was led by
sociologist Sasha Roseneil, at Birkbeck, Uni-
versity of London. The researchers were Isa-
bel Crowhurst, Tone Hellesund, Ana Cristina
Santos and Mariya Stoilova. See also Halsaa
et al. (2012).
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Further information about the sample and se-
lection criteria will be provided in the meth-
odology section.

Sacks also argues that even when people have
“illegitimate experiences” they can still
choose to do them in the usual, ordinary, way
(Sacks 1984:418). This interesting point will
not be further explored in our text.

For a discussion of when, how and why the
statistical average came to be a category, and
a category also linked to what is normatively
good, see e.g. Cryle & Stephens (2017) Igo
(2007).

Michel de Certeau starts his famous book The
Practice of Everyday Life, writing “To the or-
dinary man. To a common hero, an ubiquitous
character, walking in countless thousands on
the streets” (de Certeau 1984).

See e.g. Duggan (2002) and Warner (1999),
and our further discussion in the next section.
Their focus is on waiting, routines and day-
dreaming.

We discuss how our four nation states have
different laws and regulations around family
life, and how these have changed historically
in several of our publications (e.g. Roseneil et
al. 2009 and 2010b).

The scope of this article does not allow for a
full discussion of how belonging to a minori-
tized ethnic group affected our interviewees’
attitudes to being ordinary.

For more detailed discussion of our use of this
method, see Roseneil (2012:44-45) and
Crowhurst et al. (2013).

Kathleen Stewart writes about an early morn-
ing walk in a residential neighbourhood,
“This is no utopia. Not a challenge to be
achieved or an ideal to be realized, but a mode
of attunement, a continuous responding to
something not quite already given and yet
something happening” (Stewart 2007:127). In
our material, however, the idea of the or-
dinary sometimes takes the form of utopia,
and certainly as a challenge and an ideal to be
realized.

Examples of laws that have regulated intimate
ordinariness are laws against homosexuality,
homosexuality as a diagnosis, race-discrim-
inating laws and regulations (cf. Gibson 2001:
286), taxing bachelors at a higher level, and
the denial of legal majority to unmarried
women (Stoilova 2009:78-79).
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