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A quiet revolu tion  h as sp read  th rou gh  th e social scien ces and many 
applied  d iscip lin es. Eth n ograp h y, the stu d y of cu ltu re, has com e of  
age. A new ap p reciation  for this unique ap p roach  to u nd erstanding 
humankind  has em erged  am on g ed u cators , u rban  p lan n ers, 
sociologists, n u rses, p sych ologists , public in terest law yers, politi
cal scien tists, and  m an y m ore. Th ere h as com e a p rofound  realiza
tion : the p eop le we stu d y o r  seek  to help h ave a  w ay of life, a 
cu ltu re of th eir ow n . Lik e a stream  th at rises slow ly, th en  spills 
over its banks sending rivu lets of w ater in m an y d irection s, the 
eth n ograp h ic revolu tion  has overflow ed  th e banks of an th rop ol
ogy. This stream  had  its beginning in field w ork  exp ed ition s to  
p laces like th e Kalah ari d esert, rem ote M icron esian  atolls, coastal  
villages of N ew  G u in ea, and  com m u n ities of A rctic Esk im o. N o  
lon ger relegated  to exo tic cu ltu res in far-off p laces, eth n ograp h y  
has com e h om e. It h as b ecom e a fu n dam en tal tool for u n d erstan d 
ing ou rselves and  th e m u lticu ltu ral societies of th e m od em  w orld .

N ot far from  w h ere I live, in S t. Pau l, M in n esota, stan d s a large  
brick  building su rrou n d ed  by b lack  asp h alt. During th e sch ool year  
it is crow d ed  with you n g ad olescen ts. One research er set ou t to  
understand  th is ord in ary ju n ior high sch ool using th e tools of  
eth n ograp h y. She w atch ed  th e stu d en ts goin g to and  from  classes ; 
she ob served  th em  sm ok in g in the b ath room s, talk ing in th e hall
w ays, and  eatin g in th e lu n ch room . She listen ed  to  lectu res and  
in terview ed  teach ers . O ver a period  of m on th s she learn ed  the 
special language and  cu ltu re o f  th is sch ool, th en  d escrib ed  it from  
the p articip an ts' poin t o f  view  (G regory 1976). She w as doing 
eth n ograp h y.

Across the M ississipp i River, in th e city of M in n eap olis, lives a 
man w hose arm s an d  legs w ere p aralyzed  w hen he b rok e his n eck  
in a tram p olin e accid en t. Ph ysician s call h im a q u ad rip legic. H e 
spends m uch  of his tim e in a w h eelch air; although  he w ork s full 
time as a p rofession al, he m ust depend  on  oth ers for m an y of the 
things th at m ost of us tak e for gran ted . A p rem ed  stu d en t in on e of  
my classes b ecam e in terested  in th e cu ltu re of “ q u ad s”  and sp en t 
many hou rs in terview in g th is m an . H e also visited  o th er q uads who 
lived in nursing h om es and  slow ly cam e to und erstan d  life from  
th eir poin t of view . H e did field w ork  in an oth er cu ltu re th at had  
d irect ap plicab ility to  h is ch osen  field of m ed icin e (D even ey 1974). 
He was doing eth n ograp h y.

Several years ago I b ecam e in terested  in alcoh olism  and  the 
difficu lties in treatin g th e sk id  row  a lcoh olic. Usin g th e eth n o 
graph ic ap p roach , I set ou t to  stu d y m en  w h o had  lived  lon g years  
on skid row . I listen ed , w atch ed , and allowed  th ese men  to b ecom e  
my teach ers . I d iscovered  a com p lex cu ltu re th at gave sh ape and  
meaning to the lives of men wh om m ost p eop le w rote off as 
“ d erelicts“  (Sp rad ley 1970). Sim ilar exam p les of con tem p orary  
eth n ograp hy cou ld  be d raw n  from  all p arts of th e cou n try .

With the new su rge of in terest in the eth n ograp h ic ap p roach  
have com e tw o p ressin g n eed s. Firs t , th ere is an u rgen t need  to 
clarify the n atu re of eth n ograp h y. As sch olars and stu d en ts from
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m any d iscip lines begin using th e tools o f eth n ograp h y, th ey often  bring th eir own  
d iscip linary assu m p tion s to th is ap p roach . In m an y ca se s , eth n ograp h y has b ecom e 
con fu sed  with q ualitative and  d escrip tive stu d ies of an oth er k ind. Becau se in terview 
ing and  p articip an t ob servation  can  be used  for o th er form s of in vestigation , it has 
b ecom e n ecessary  to make clear what is m ean t by et hnograph ic int erv iew ing and  
p articip an t ob servation  th at leads to an et hnograph ic descrip t ion . In Part O n e, 
“ Eth n ograp h ic R esea rch ,”  I define eth n ograp h y, iden tify som e of its underlying 
assu m p tion s, and  d istinguish  it from  oth er in vestigative ap p roach es. I also d iscu ss 
the eth ics o f  doing eth n ograp h y and  som e criteria  for selectin g strategic eth n ograp h ic 
research  p rojects.

Th e grow in g excitem en t ab ou t eth n ograp h y in m an y d iscip lines has given  rise to a 
secon d  n eed : sp ecific gu id elines for doing eth n ograp h y for p rofession als and  stu den ts 
w ith ou t long years o f  train in g in an th rop ology. M ost eth n ograp h ers h ave learned  the 
sk ills o f  th eir trad e th rou gh  th e ap p ren ticesh ip  system  o r  b y th em selves in a kind of  
on -th e-job  train in g while doing th eir first field research . Th is b ook  is a  resp on se to the 
n eed  for a  system atic h and b ook  for doing eth n ograp h y. With  its com p an ion  volu m e, 
Part icipant  O bserv at ion  (Sp rad ley 1980), I h ave tried  to m ak e exp licit the b asic 
con cep ts  and  sk ills n eed ed  for doing eth n ograp h y. I call th e ap p roach  in both  o f  th ese 
b ook s th e D evelop m en tal Research  Seq u en ce (D .R .S .) M eth od . M y in terest in this 
ap p roach  b egan  from  a  ra th er sim ple ob servation : som e task s are bes t  accom plished  
befo re o t her task s w hen do ing et hnography . Eth n ograp h ers can n ot do everyth in g at 
on ce , even  th ou gh  field w ork  som etim es ap p ears to  d em an d  it. Both  eth n ograp h ic 
in terview in g and  p articip an t ob servation , w h eth er d one sep arately o r  in com b in ation , 
in volve a series o f  task s b est carried  ou t in som e k ind o f  s eq u en ce. Th e eth n og
rap h er, for exam p le, m u st locate  an  in form an t b efore ask in g q u estion s; som e q u es
tions are b est asked  b efore o th ers; in terview s m u st p reced e an alysis of in terview  
d ata . As I b egan  to w ork  with  th is id ea o f  s eq u en ced  t ask s , I foun d  it w as n ot on ly 
valu ab le for m y ow n  resea rch , bu t it h ad  sp ecial im p ortan ce to stu d en ts and  p rofes
sion als tryin g to learn  th e sk ills for doing eth n ograp h y. W h at em erged  over  a period  
o f  th e last tw elve years w as a p roced u re for learn ing as well as doing eth n ograp h y. In  
a real sen se th is b ook  is th u s designed  both  for b egin ners wh o w an t to learn  to do 
eth n ograp h y and  for p rofession al eth n ograp h ers w h o will n ecessarily  w an t to adapt 
th e p roced u res to th eir ow n  style o f  in vestigation .

Part Tw o, “ Th e D evelop m en tal R esearch  S eq u en ce ,”  sets forth  a series o f tw elve 
m ajor task s design ed  to gu ide the in vestigator from  th e startin g poin t o f “ Locatin g  an  
In form an t,”  to th e goal o f  “ Writin g th e Eth n ograp h y .”  Each  o f  th ese larger task s is 
b rok en  dow n  in to m an y sm aller on es th at sim plify th e w ork  o f  ask in g eth n ograp h ic 
q u estion s an d  makin g eth n ograp h ic an alyses. Th ose in terested  in a m ore exten sive  
d iscu ssion  o f  th e D .R .S . M eth od  as well as h ow  th e u se o f  th at m ethod  has p laced  
certain  limits on th is b ook  should  con su lt Ap p en d ix C , “ The D evelop m en tal Re
search  Seq u en ce M eth od .”

Eth n ograp h y is an  excitin g en terp rise, th e on e system atic ap p roach  in the social 
scien ces th at lead s us in to th ose sep arate realities th at oth ers h ave learn ed  and  use to 
m ak e sen se ou t o f  th eir w orld s. In  ou r com p lex socie ty  the n eed  for und erstanding 
how o th er p eop le see th eir exp erien ce h as n ëver b een  greater. Eth n ograp h y is a tool 
with  great p rom ise. It offers th e ed u cator a w ay o f  seein g sch ools th rou gh  the eyes of  
stu d en ts; it offers h ealth  p rofession als th e op p ortu n ity o f  seein g h ealth  and  d isease  
th rou gh  th e eyes o f  p atien ts from  a m yriad  o f  d ifferen t b ack grou n d s ; it offers th ose in



the crim in al ju stice  system  a ch an ce to view  th e w orld  th rou gh  th e eyes o f  th ose wh o 
are helped  and  victim ized  by th at system . Eth n ograp h y offers all o f  us th e ch an ce to  
step  ou tsid e ou r n arrow  cu ltu ral b ack grou n d s, to set asid e ou r socially in h erited  
eth n ocen trism , if on ly for a b rief p eriod , an d  to ap p reh en d  th e w orld  from  the 
view poin t of o th er hum an  bein gs w h o live b y d ifferen t m ean in g system s. Eth n og 
rap h y, as I u n d erstan d  it, is m ore th an  a tool for an th rop ologists to stu d y exo tic 
cu ltu res. It is a  p ath w ay in to u n d erstan d in g th e cu ltu ral d ifferen ces th at m ak e us 
w h at we are as hum an  b ein gs. Perh ap s th e m ost im p ortan t force behind  th e q u iet 
eth n ograp h ic revolu tion  is th e w id esp read  realization  th at cu ltu ral d iversity is on e of  
the great gifts b estow ed  on  th e h um an  sp ecies. It is m y h ope th at th is b ook  will 
enable th ose w h o u se it to m ore fully ap p reh en d  th e n atu re o f  th at cu ltu ral d iversity.

J. P . S.
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Field  work is the hallmark of cu ltural anthropology. 
Whether in a New Guinea village or on the streets o f New 
York, the anthropologist goes to where people live and 
“ does field w ork.“ 1 This means asking qu estions, eating 
strange food s, learning a new language, watching cere
monies, taking field notes, washing cloth es, writing letters 
liom e, tracing out genealogies, observing play, interviewing 
informants, and hundreds of other things. This vast range o f 
activities often obscu res the most fundamental task of all 
field work—doing ethnography. This book concerns this 
central task o f anthropological field work. In  Part One, I 
want to exp lore the meaning of ethnography in some detail. 
Part Tw o exam ines, in step  by step  fashion, how to cond uct 
ethnographic in terview s.

Ethnography is the work of d escribing a cu ltu re.2 The 
essential core of this activity aims to understand  another 
way of life from the native point o f view. The goal o f 
ethnography, as Malinowski put it, is “ to grasp the native’s 
point o f view , his relation to life, to realize his  vision o f his  
world” (1922:25). Field  work, then, involves the d isciplined  
study of what the world is like to people who have learned  to 
see, hear, speak, think, and act in ways that are d ifferent. 
Rather than s t udy ing p eo p l e , ethnography means lea rn in g 

f ro m  p eo p le. Consid er the following illu stration.
Elizabeth  Marshall, a young Am erican , had traveled  for 

miles across the Kalahari Desert with her family and several 
research scien tists. Finally the party cam e upon two shallow 
depressions “ scooped  in the sand and lined with grass, like 
the shallow, scooped  nests o f shore birds on a beach—the 
homes o f the fam ilies, where the people could  lie curled  up 
ju st below  the su rface of the plain to let the cold  night wind 
which blows across the veld pass over them ” (Thom as 
1958:41). And then a young woman who appeared  to be in 
her early tw enties cam e out o f the house.

“ Presently she smiled , p ressed  her hand to her ch est, and 
said: ‘Tsetch w e.’ It  was her name.

“ ‘Elizabeth ,’ I said , pointing to myself.
“ ‘N isabe,’ she answ ered , pronouncing after me and in

clining her head graciou sly. She looked  me over carefu lly 
without really staring, which to Bu shm en is rude. Then , 
having surely suspected  that I was a woman, she put her 
hand on my breast gravely, and , finding that I was, she 
gravely touched  her own breast. Many Bu shm en do th is; to 
them all Eu rop eans look alike.

3
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“ fcTsau  si’ (w om en), she said .
“ Then after a m om ent’s pau se, Tsetchw e began to teach  me a few words, 

the names o f a few  objects around us, grass, rock, bean shell, so that we 
could  have a conversation  later. As she talked  she took a handful o f the 
beans out of her kaross, broke them open, and began to eat them ’’ (Thomas 
1958:43).

“ Tsetchw e began to teach  me. . .’’ This is the essen ce o f ethnography. 
Instead  o f collecting “ d ata’’ about peop le, the ethnographer seeks to learn 
from peop le, to be taught by them.

“ Tsetchw e began to teach  me. . .’’ In  ord er to d iscover the hidden 
principles o f another way of life, the researcher must becom e a s t uden t . 
Tsetchw e, and those like her in every society, becom e t ea ch ers . Instead  of 
studying the “ clim ate,’’ the “ flora,’’ and the “ fau na’’ which make up the 
Bu shm en’s environm ent, Elizabeth  Marshall tried  to d iscover how the 
Bushm en define and evaluate drought and rainstorm , gem s b o k  and giraffe, 
t o ra be root and t sam a  melon. She did not attempt to d escribe Bushmen 
social life in terms o f what we know as “ m arriage’’ or “ fam ily’’; instead  she 
sought to d iscover how Bushm en identified  relatives and the cultural mean
ing of their kinship relationship s. Discovering the in s id er's  view is a d ifferent 
sp ecies o f knowledge from one that rests primarily on the o u t s id er's  view. 
Even  when the ou tsid er is a trained  social scien tist.

Imagine that Tsetch w e, curious to know our way of life, traveled  to 
Cushing, Wisconsin , a small farm town with a population of about 100 
people. What would this young woman, so well schooled  in the rich heritage 
of Bushm en society, have to do in ord er to understand  the cu lture of these 
Wisconsin  tow nsfolk? How would Tsetchw e d iscover the patterns that made 
up their lives? How would she avoid  imposing Bushm en ideas, categories, 
and values on everything she saw ?

First, and perhaps most d ifficu lt, Tsetchw e would have to set aside her 
belief in na iv e rea l ism . This alm ost universal belief holds that all people 
define the rea l  world of objects, even ts, and living creatu res in pretty much 
the same way. Human languages may d iffer from one society to the next, but 
behind  the strange words and sen tences, all people are talking about the 
same things. The naive realist assu mes that lo v e, ra in , m a rria ge , w orship , 
t rees , d ea t h , f o o d , and hundreds of other things have essentially the same 
meaning to all human beings. Although there are few  of us who would admit 
to such ethnocentrism , the assumption may u nconsciously influence our 
research .

Ethnography starts with a consciou s attitude of alm ost complete igno
rance. “ I don’t know how the people of Cushing, Wisconsin , understand 
their world. That rem ains to be d iscovered .’’

Like Elizabeth  Marshall, Tsetchw e would have to begin by learning the 
language spoken in Cushing. Obsrvations alone would not be sufficient. She 
could walk up and down the one or two streets in this farm community and



record  what she saw, but only when she asked  qu estions and learned  what 
the natives saw would she grasp  their p ersp ective. Observing the co-op  
cream ery, where each  morning local farm ers bring their cans o f fresh  milk, 
the post office filled with letters and advertising circu lars about farm imple
ments, the two bars which attract a jov ia l crowd on Satu rd ay nights, the row 
of white houses that line the main street, or the Lu theran church around the 
corner, would not, in them selves, reveal much. Tsetchw e would have to 
learn the m ea n in gs  o f these buildings and the m ea n in gs  o f all the social 
occasions that took p lace in them . She would have to listen  to tow nsfolk and 
farm ers, depending on them to explain these things to her.

The essential core of ethnography is this concern  with the meaning of 
actions and events to the people we seek to understand . Som e of these 
meanings are d irectly exp ressed  in language; many are taken  for granted  and 
communicated  only ind irectly through word and action . Bu t in every society 
people make constan t use o f these com plex meaning system s to organize 
their behavior, to understand  them selves and others, and to make sense out 
of the world in which they live. Th ese system s o f meaning constitu te their 
cu ltu re; ethnography always implies a theory o f cu ltu re.

CULTURE

Culture has been defined in hundreds o f d ifferent w ays.3 Le t’s begin with a 
typical definition, one proposed  by Marvin H arris: “ the cu ltu re concep t 
comes down to behavior patterns associated  with particu lar groups of 
people, that is to ‘cu stom s,’ or to a p eop le’s ‘way o f life’ ” (1968:16). N ow , 
although this definition is helpful for some pu rp oses, it obscu res the cru cial 
d istinction betw een the ou tsid er’s and insid er’s points o f view. Behavior 
patterns, cu stom s, and a p eop le’s way of life can all be defined , in terp reted , 
and described  from more than one p ersp ective. Becau se our goal in ethnog
raphy is “ to grasp the native’s point o f view ’’ (Malinowski 1922:25), we 
need to define the concep t o f cu ltu re in a way that reflects this objective.

Culture, as used in this book, refers to t he a cq u i red  k n o w led ge t hat  p eo p le  
use to in t erp ret  ex p eri en ce a n d  gen era t e so cia l  beh a v io r. The following 
example will help to clarify this definition. One afternoon in 1973 I cam e 
across the following news item in the M in n ea p o lis  T ribu n e:

CROWD M ISTA KES RESC U E A TTEM PT, A TTA CKS PO LICE

N ov. 23, 1973. H artford , C on n ecticu t. Th ree p olicem en  givin g a  h eart m assage and  
oxygen  to a h eart a ttack  victim  Frid ay w ere attack ed  by a crow d  o f  75 to 100 p erson s 
who ap p aren tly did not realize w h at th e p olicem en  w ere doing.

O th er p olicem en  fended  off  th e crow d  o f  m ostly Span ish  sp reak in g resid en ts until



an  am b u lan ce arrived . Police said  th ey tried  to exp lain  to th e crow d  w h at th ey were  
doin g, bu t th e crow d  ap p aren tly th ou gh t th ey w ere b eatin g th e w om an .

D esp ite th e p olicem en ’s efforts th e victim , Evan gelica  Ech ev acr ia , 59, d ied .

Here we see people using their cu ltu re. Mem bers of two d ifferent groups 
observed  the same event but their in t erp ret a t ion s  were d rastically d ifferent. 
The crowd used their culture to (a) in terp ret the behavior o f the policemen 
as cru el, and (b) to act on the w om an’s beh alf to put a stop  to what they saw 
as bru tality. They had acquired  the cu ltu ral principles for acting and inter
preting things in this way through a particu lar, shared  exp erience.

The p olicem en, on the other hand , used their cu ltu re (a) to interp ret the 
woman’s condition as heart failure and their own behavior as a life saving 
effort, and (b) to give card iac massage and oxygen to the woman. Fu rther
more, they in terp reted  the actions o f the crowd in a manner entirely d ifferent 
from how the crowd saw their own behavior. These two groups of people 
each  had elaborate cu ltural ru les for interp reting their exp erience and for 
acting in em ergency situations. The conflict arose, at least in part, because 
these cultu ral ru les were so d ifferent.

By restricting the definition of cu ltu re to shared  knowledge, we do not 
eliminate an in terest in behavior, cu stom s, ob jects, or em otions. We have 
merely shifted  the emphasis from these phenom ena to their m ea n in g . The 
ethnographer observes behavior, but goes beyond  it to inquire about the 
meaning o f that behavior. The ethnographer sees artifacts and natural ob
jects  but goes beyond  them to d iscover what meanings people assign to these 
objects. The ethnographer observes and record s em otional states, but goes 
beyond them to d iscover the meaning o f fear, anxiety, anger, and other 
feelings.

This concep t o f cultu re (as a system  o f meaningful sym bols) has much in 
com mon with sym bolic in teractionism , a theory which seeks to explain 
human behavior in term s of meanings. Sym bolic in teractionism  has its roots 
in the work of sociologists like Cooley, Mead , and Thom as.4 Blum er has 
identified three premises on which this theory rests (1969).

The first premise is that “ human beings act toward  things on the basis of 
the meanings that the things have for them ” (1969:2). The policem en and the 
crowd in teracted  on the basis o f the meanings things had for them. The 
geographic location , the types o f peop le, the p olice car, the movements of 
the policem en, the behavior of the sick woman, and the activities of the 
onlookers were all sy m bo ls  with special meanings. Peop le did not act toward 
these things, but toward  their meanings.

The second  premise underlying sym bolic in teractionism  is that the “ mean
ing of such things is derived  from , or arises out of, the social in teraction that 
one has with on e’s fellow s” (Blu m er 1969:2). Cu ltu re, as a shared  system of 
meanings, is learned , revised , maintained , and defined in the context of 
people in teracting. The crowd cam e to share their definitions of police



behavior through in teracting with one another and through past associations 
with the police. The police officers acquired  the cultural meanings they used 
through in teracting with other officers and mem bers o f the com munity. The 
culture of each  group was inextricably bound up with the social life o f their 
particular com m unities.

The third premise o f sym bolic in teractionism  is that “ meanings are han
dled in, and modified through, an in terp retive p rocess used by the person 
dealing with the things he encou n ters” (Blu m er 1969:2). N either the crowd 
nor the policem en were au tom atons, d riven by their cultu re to act in the way 
they did. Rather, they used their cu ltu re to interp ret the situation. At any 
moment, a mem ber of the crow d might have interp reted  the bahavior o f the 
policemen in a slightly d ifferent way, lead ing to a d ifferent reaction .

We may see this in terp retive asp ect more clearly if we think of culture as a 
cognitive map. In  the recu rren t activities that make up everyd ay life, we 
refer to this map. It serves as a guide for acting and for interp reting our 
exp erience; it does not com pel us to follow a particu lar cou rse. Like this 
brief d rama betw een the p olicem en, a dying woman, and the crow d , much of 
life is a series o f unanticipated  social occasion s. Although our cu ltu re may 
not include a detailed  map for such occasion s, it does provide principles for 
interpreting and responding to them. Rather than a rigid map that people 
must follow , cu lture is best thought o f as

a set o f  p rin cip les for creatin g d ram as, for writing scrip ts, an d , o f  cou rse , for  
recru itin g p layers and  au d ien ces. . . . Cu ltu re is not sim ply a cogn itive map  th at 
people acq u ire, in w hole or in p art, m ore o r  less accu ra te ly , and  th en  learn  to read . 
People are n ot ju st m ap -read ers; th ey are m ap -m ak ers. Peop le are cas t  ou t in to 
im perfectly ch arted , con tin u ally sh ifting seas o f  everyd ay life. M apping th em  ou t is a 
con stan t p rocess  resu ltin g n ot in an  ind ividual cogn itive m ap , bu t in a w hole ch art  
case o f  rou gh , im p rovised , con tin u ally revised  sk etch  m ap s. Cu ltu re d oes n ot p rovid e  
a cogn itive m ap , bu t ra th er a set o f  p rin cip les for map mak ing and  n avigation . 
Differen t cu ltu res are like d ifferen t sch ools o f  n avigation  d esigned  to  cop e with  
d ifferen t terrain s and  seas (Frak e  1977:6-7).

If we take m ean in g seriously, as sym bolic in teractionists argue we must, it 
becom es necessary to study meaning carefu lly. We need a theory of meaning 
and a specific methodology designed  for the investigation o f meaning. This 
book presents such a theory and methodology. It is som etim es referred  to as 
ethnographic sem antics5 becau se of its primary focu s on understanding 
cultural meanings system s.

MAKING CULTURAL INFERENCES

Culture, the knowledge that people have learned  as members of a group, 
cannot be observed  d irectly. In his study of sky d ivers, for exam ple, Richard



Reed  (1973) observed  sky d ivers at their clubhouse and on the airfield. He 
saw them jumping from airp lanes, but only by “ getting inside their head s“ 
could  he find out what jumping meant to these sky d ivers. If we want to find 
out what people know , we must get inside their heads. Although difficult, 
“ this should not be an im possible feat: ou r su bjects them selves accom 
plished it when they learned  their cu ltu re and becam e ‘native actors.’ They 
had no mysterious avenues of percep tion not available to us as inves
tigators” (Frake 1964 a: 133).

Peop le everyw here learn their cu ltu re by observing other peop le, listening 
to them , and then m a k in g in f eren ces . The ethnographer employs this same 
p rocess of going beyond what is seen and heard  to in fer what people know. It 
involves reasoning from evid ence (what we p erceive) or from premises 
(what we assu m e). Children acqu ire their cu ltu re by watching adults and 
making in ferences about the cu ltu ral ru les for behavior; with the acquisition 
of language, the learning accelerates. Elizabeth  Marshall could  infer that 
“t sau s i ” meant “ w om an” becau se Tsetchw e said it immediately after 
touching her own breast. Whenever we are in a new situation we have to 
make such in ferences about what people know. One American student 
studying in a Eu rop ean country observed  all the other students immediately 
rise to their feet when the p rofessor en tered  the classroom . She made an 
inference—“ standing recognizes the au thority or position o f the teach er .” 
Later , the stud ents exp lained  fu rther the im portance of standing when a 
p rofessor entered  the class and gave reasons for doing it. Through what they 
said she made additional in ferences about their cu ltural knowledge.

In  doing field work, ethnographers make cu ltu ral in ferences from three 
sou rces: (1) from what people say; (2) from  the way people act; and (3) from 
the artifacts people use. At first, each  cultural in ference is only a hypothesis 
about what people know. These hypotheses must be tested  over and over 
again until the ethnographer becom es relatively certain  that people share a 
particular system  of cultural meanings. N one o f the sou rces for making 
in ferences—behavior, sp eech , artifacts—are foolp roof, but together they 
can lead to an ad equate cu ltu ral d escrip tion. And we can evaluate the 
ad equacy of the d escrip tion “ by the ability of a stranger to the culture (who 
may be the ethnographer) to use the ethnography’s statem ents as instruc
tions for appropriately anticipating the scenes o f the society” (Frake 1964b: 
112) .

Som etim es cultural knowledge is com m unicated  by language in such a 
d irect manner that we can make in ferences with great ease. Instru ctions to 
children such as “ wash your hands before d inner” and “ don’t go swimming 
after you eat or you ’ll get cram p s” rep resent exp ressions o f such explicit  
cu l t u ra l  k n o w led ge. In his study o f sky d ivers, Reed  learned  from informants 
that the ju m p s he observed  actually involved  three d ifferent kinds: f u n  
ju m p s , s in gle w ork  (to p erfect three form s o f falling), and rela t iv e w ork  
(jumping in groups in p reparation for com p etition). Inform ants could easily



talk about this cultural knowledge. It is important to point out that studying 
explicit cu lture through the way people talk does not eliminate the need  for 
making in ferences. It only makes the task less d ifficult.

However, a large part o f any culture consists o f t acit  k n o w led ge. We all 
know things that we cannot talk about or exp ress in d irect ways. The ethnog
rapher must then make in ferences about what people know by listening 
carefully to what they say, by observing their behavior, and by studying 
artifacts and their use. With reference to d iscovering this tacit cu ltural 
knowledge, Malinowski wrote:

. . .  we can n ot exp ect to ob tain  a defin ite, p recise and  ab stract  statem en t from  a  
p h ilosop her, belongin g to th e com m u n ity itself. Th e n ative tak es his fu n dam en tal 
assu m p tion s for gran ted , and if he reason s o r  in quires in to m atters o f  belief, it wou ld  
be alw ays in regard  to d etails and  con cre te  ap p lication s. An y attem p ts on  th e p art o f  
the eth n ograp h er to  in d u ce h is in form an t to form u late su ch  a  gen eral statem en t wou ld  
have to be in th e form  o f  lead in g q u estion s o f  th e w orst typ e b ecau se in th ese lead ing 
q uestion s he would  h ave to in trod u ce w ord s an d  con cep ts  essen tially foreign  to the 
n ative. O n ce th e in form an t grasp ed  th eir m ean in g, his ou tlook  wou ld  be w arp ed  by 
ou r ow n id eas havin g b een  p ou red  in to it. Th u s, th e eth n ograp h er m u st d raw  th e 
gen eralization s for h im self, m u st form u late th e ab stract statem en t w ith ou t th e d irect  
help o f  a n ative in form an t (1950:396).

Every ethnographer makes use of what people say in seeking to d escribe 
their cu lture. Both  tacit and exp licit cultu re are revealed  through sp eech , 
both in casual com m ents and in lengthy in terview s. Becau se language is the 
primary means for transm itting cu ltu re from one generation to the next, 
much of any cu ltu re is encod ed  in linguistic form . In  this book I will focu s 
exclu sively on making in ferences from what people say. This focu s on 
language is not intended  to rule out the use o f behavior and artifacts as a 
basis for making cultural in ferences. Ind eed , those who do ethnographic 
research following the steps in this book may wish to use these other sou rces 
also. I focu s exclu sively on language becau se it is such an essen tial part o f all 
ethnographic field w ork, and becau se such a narrow focu s will facilitate the 
task of learning to do ethnography. The ethnographic interview is one 
strategy for getting people to talk abou t what they know, and this book deals 
primarily with this kind o f interviewing. H ow ever, the techniques presented  
in this book can be used  for making cultu ral in ferences from language 
samples collected  in other ways besid es in terviews.

ETHNOGRAPHY FOR WHAT?

Ethnography is a cu ltu re-studying cu ltu re. It consists o f a body of knowl
edge that includes research  techniqu es, ethnographic theory, and hundreds 
of cultural d escrip tions. It seeks to build a system atic understanding o f all



human cu ltu res from the p ersp ective o f those who have learned  them. 
Ethnography is based  on the following assu mption: knowledge of all cultures 
is valuable. This assumption warrants a carefu l exam ination. To what end 
does the ethnographer collect inform ation? For  what reasons do we try to 
find out what people have to know to traverse the polar cap  on dog sled , live 
in rem ote Melanesian  villages, or work in New York skyscrap ers? Why 
should anyone do ethnography?

Understanding the Human Species

Let’s begin with the goal o f scien tific anthropology: to d escribe and 
exp lain the regu larities and variations in social behavior. Perhaps the most 
striking featu re o f human beings is their d iversity. Why does a single species 
exhibit such variation, creating d ifferent marriage p atterns, holding d ifferent 
values, eating d ifferent food s, rearing children in d ifferent ways, believing in 
d ifferent god s, and pursuing d ifferent goals? If we are to understand  this 
d iversity, we must begin by carefu lly d escribing it. Most o f the d iversity in 
the human sp ecies resu lts from cu ltu res each  human group has created  and 
passed  on from one generation to the next. Cultural d escrip tion, the central 
task of ethnography, is the first step in und erstanding the human species.

It is one thing to d escribe d ifferences, another to accou nt for them. 
Exp lanation of cu ltu ral d ifferences depends, in part, on making cross
cu ltu ral com p arisons. Bu t this task, in tu rn, depends on adequate ethno
graphic stud ies. Much of the com parative work in anthropology has been 
hampered  by shoddy ethnographies, by investigations that impose Western 
concep ts onto non-Wes tern cu ltu res, thereby d istorting the resu lts. Com 
parison not only reveals d ifferences but also sim ilarities, what is common 
among all cu ltu res o f the world . In  the most general sense, then, ethnog
raphy contribu tes d irectly to both  d escrip tion and exp lanation o f regularities 
and variations in human social behavior.

Many o f the social scien ces have more limited  objectives. In any study of 
human behavior ethnography has an im portant role to play. We can identify 
several specific contribu tions.

In fo rm in g cu l t u re-b o u n d  t h eo ries . Each  cu ltu re provides people with a 
way of seeing the world . It categorizes, encod es, and otherw ise defines the 
world in which people live. Culture includes assumptions about the nature of 
reality as well as specific inform ation about that reality. It includes values 
that specify the good , tru e, and believable. Whenever people learn a cu ltu re, 
they are, to some exten t, imprisoned  without knowing it. Anthropologists 
speak o f this as being “ cu ltu re-bou nd ,” living inside a particu lar reality that 
is taken  for granted as “ the reality .”

Social scien tists and their theories are no less cultu re-bound  than other 
human beings. Western  ed ucational system s infuse all o f us with ways of



interpreting exp erience. Tacit assumptions abou t the world find their way 
into the theories o f every acad em ic d iscip line—literary criticism , physical 
science, h istory, and all the social scien ces. Ethnography alone seeks to 
document the existence of a lt erna t iv e realities and to d escribe these realities 
in their own term s. Thu s, it can  provide a corrective for  theories that arise in 
Western  social scien ce.

Take, for exam ple, the theory o f cultu ral d ep rivation. This id ea arose in 
concrete form  during the 1960’s to exp lain  the ed u cational failure of many 
children. In ord er to accou n t for their lack o f ach ievem ent, it was proposed  
that they were “ cu ltu rally d ep rived .” Stud ies of cu ltu ral dep rivation were 
undertaken, focu sing on Ind ians, Blacks, Chicanos, and other cultu ral 
groups. This theory can be confirmed by studying children from  these 
cultures through the p rotective screen  o f this theory. H ow ever, ethno
graphic research  on the cu ltu res o f “ cu ltu rally deprived  ch ild ren” reveals a 
d ifferent story. They have elaborate, sop histicated , and adaptive cu ltu res 
which are simply d ifferent from  the ones espou sed  by the ed u cational sys
tem. Although still supported  in some qu arters, this theory is cu ltu re-bound. 
Cultural deprivation is merely a way o f saying that people are deprived  of 
“ my cu ltu re.” Certain ly no one would argue that such children do not speak 
adequate Spanish or Black English , that they do not do well the things that 
are consid ered  rewarding in t heir cu ltu res. Bu t the cu ltu re-bound nature o f 
psychological and sociological theories extend s far beyond  notions of cu l
tural deprivation. All theories developed  in Western  behavioral science are 
based  on tacit prem ises of Western  cu ltu re, usually the middle-class version 
most typical o f p rofessionals.

Ethnography, in itself, does not escap e being cu ltu re-bound. H ow ever, it 
provides d escrip tions that reveal the range o f exp lanatory models created  by 
human beings. It can  serve as a beacon  that shows the cu ltu re-bound nature 
of social science theories. It says to all investigators o f human behavior, 
“ Before you im pose you r theories on the people you  study, find out how 
those people define the w orld .” Ethnography can d escribe in detail the folk 
theories that have been tested  in actu al living situations over generations o f 
time. And as we com e to understand  p ersonality, society, ind ividuals, and 
environments from  the p ersp ective o f other than the p rofessional scientific 
cu ltu res, it will lead to a sense of ep istem ological humility; we becom e aware 
of the ten tative nature o f our theories and this enables us to revise them  to be 
less eth nocen tric.6

D isco v erin g gro u n d ed  t h eo ry . Much social science research  has been  di
rected  toward  the task o f t es t in g form al theories. One alternative to formal 
theories, and a strategy that red u ces the ethnocentrism , is to develop theo
ries grounded in em pirical data o f cu ltu ral d escrip tion. Glaser and Strau ss 
have called  this gro u n d ed  t h eo ry .1 Ethnography offers an excellen t strat
egy for d iscovering grounded  theory. For  exam ple, an ethnography o f su c



cessfu l school children from minority cu ltu res in the United  States could 
develop grounded theories about school p erform ance. One such study re
vealed  that, rather than cu ltu rally deprived , such children are cult ura lly  o v er
w h elm ed , that su ccess in school p erform ance required  the cap acity to be
com e bicu l t u ra l .8 Bu t grounded theory can  be developed  in any substantive 
area o f human exp erience. Personality theories can be informed by d iscover
ing the folk theories of personality each  cu ltu re has d eveloped .9 Medical 
theories o f health and d isease can be informed by carefu l ethnographies of 
folk medical theories. Decision-m aking theory cou ld  be informed by first 
d iscovering the cu ltu ral ru les for d ecision-m aking in a particu lar organiza
tion. The list could  go on and on for alm ost every area o f social science 
theory has its cou nterp art in the taken  for granted  cu ltu res of the world.

U n d ers t a n d in g co m p lex  so ciet ies . Until recen tly, ethnography was large
ly relegated  to small, non-Western  cu ltu res. The value o f studying these 
societies was read ily accep ted —after all, we d idn’t know much about them, 
we cou ld n’t cond uct surveys or exp erim ents, so ethnography seemed ap
propriate. H ow ever, the value o f ethnography in understanding our own 
society was often overlooked .

Our cu ltu re has imposed  on us a myth about our com plex society—the 
myth o f the melting pot. Social scien tists have talked  about “ American 
cu ltu re” as if it included  a set o f values shared  by everyone. It has become 
increasingly clear that we do not have a homogeneous cu ltu re; that people 
who live in modern, com plex societies actu ally live by many d ifferent 
cultural cod es. This is not only true of the most obvious ethnic groups but 
each  occu pation group exhibits cu ltu ral d ifferences. Our schools have their 
own cultu ral system s and even within the same institu tion people see things 
d ifferently. Consid er the language, values, clothing styles, and activities of 
high school students in con trast to the high school teachers and staff. The 
d ifference in their cu ltu res is striking, yet often  ignored . Guards and prison
ers in ja ils , patients and physicians in hosp itals, the eld erly, the various 
religious groups—all have cu ltural p ersp ectives. The physically handicapped 
live in a d ifferent world even though they live in the same town with those 
not hand icapped . As people move from one cultu ral scene to another in 
com plex societies, they em ploy d ifferent cu ltu ral ru les. Ethnography offers 
one of the best ways to understand  these com plex featu res o f modern life. It 
can show the range o f cultu ral d ifferences and how people with d iverse 
p ersp ectives in teract.

U n d ers t a n d in g h u m a n  beh a v io r. Human behavior, in con trast to animal 
behavior, has various meanings to the actor. These meanings can  be d iscov
ered . We can ask a person collecting seashells about her actions: what she is 
doing, why she is doing it. Even  when people participate in carefully 
contrived  scien tific exp erim ents, they define the experim ent and their in



volvement. And these definitions are alw ays influenced  by specific cultural 
backgrounds. Any exp lanation of behavior which exclu d es what the actors 
them selves know, how they define their actions, remains a partial exp lana
tion that d istorts the human situation. The tools o f ethnography offer one 
means to deal with this fact o f meaning.

One end of ethnography, then, is to understand  the human sp ecies. 
Ethnography yields em pirical data about the lives of people in specific 
situations. It allows us to see alternative realities and modify our cu ltu re- 
bound theories o f human behavior. Bu t is knowledge for understanding, 
even scien tific und erstanding, enough? I believe it is not. H ow ever, ethnog
raphy offers other d ividends to anyone involved  in cu ltu re change, social 
planning, or trying to solve a wide range of human problem s.

Ethnography in the Service of Humankind

There was a time when “ knowledge for know led ge’s sake” was su fficient 
reason for doing social scien ce, at least for those who believed  in the 
inevitability o f progress and the inherent good ness of scien ce. That time has 
long since passed . One reason lies in the changes in the human situation:

In the last few  d ecad es , mankind  h as b een  overcom e by the m ost ch an ge in its en tire 
h istory. M od ern  scien ce and  tech n ology h ave created  so close a n etw ork  o f  com 
m u n ication , tran sp ort , econ om ic in terd ep en d en ce— and p oten tial n u clear  
d estru ction — th at p lan et earth , on  its jou rn ey th rou gh  infin ity, has acq u ired  the 
in tim acy, the fellow sh ip , and  th e vu ln erab ility o f  a sp acesh ip  (W ard , 1966:vii).

This vu lnerability makes our responsibility clear, if not easy. To ignore this 
vulnerability is similar to (to change Aud en’s metaphor slightly) astronau ts 
studying the effects o f boredom and w eightlessness on fellow astronau ts 
while the spaceship runs out o f oxygen, exhausts its fuel supply, and the 
crew verges on mutiny.

In addition, scien tists can no longer ignore the uses to which research  
findings are put. This applies, not only to research  in genetics and atom ic 
energy, but also to ethnographic stud ies. Cultural d escrip tions can  be used 
to oppress people or to set them free. I know of one case where the South 
African government made use of ethnographic d escrip tions to make its 
apartheid policy more effective. I knew that my own d escrip tions o f the 
culture of skid row drunks cou ld  be used  by police departments to arrest 
these men more easily. That knowledge placed  a special responsibility on me 
regarding where and when to publish the ethnograp hy.10 In our world- 
becom e-sp aceship , where knowledge is power, ethnographers must consid er 
the potential uses of their research .

In spite of these facts, some people continue to maintain that scien tists 
need not concern  them selves with the p ractical relevance o f their research .



This view has deep roots in the acad em ic value system . More than forty 
years ago, in his classic book, K n o w led ge f o r  W hat ?, Robert Lynd  described  
the d ichotom y.

Th e tim e ou tlook s o f  th e sch olar-scien tist and  o f  th e p ractical men o f  affairs who 
su rrou n d  th e w orld  o f  scien ce  ten d  to  be d ifferen t. Th e form er w ork s in a long, 
leisu rely w orld  in w h ich  th e hand s o f  th e clock  craw l slow ly ove r  a vast d ial; to h im, 
th e p recise p en etration  o f  th e un know n  seem s too  gran d  an  en terp rise to be hurried , 
and  on e sim ply w ork s ah ead  with in  stu d y walls relatively sou n d -p roofed  again st the 
clam orou s u rgen cies o f  th e w orld  ou tsid e. In  th is tim e-u n iverse o f  the sch olar- 
scien tist certa in  su pp ortin g assu m p tion s h ave grow n  up  su ch  as “ im p erson al ob jec
t iv i ty ,”  “ aloofn ess from  th e strife o f  rival va lu es ,”  an d  th e self-ju stifyin g good n ess of  
“ n ew  k n ow led ge”  ab ou t an yth in g, b ig o r l i t t l e .. . .  Th e p ractical man o f  affairs, on  the 
oth er h an d , w ork s by a  small tim e-d ial ove r  w h ich  th e secon d -h an d  o f  im m ed iacy  
h u rries in cessan tly . “ N ever  mind  th e long p ast and  th e infinite fu tu re ,”  insists the 
clatterin g little m o n i to r ,4 ‘bu t d o th is, fix th is— n ow , b efore tom orrow  m orn in g. ’ ’ It has 
b een  tak en  for gran ted , in gen eral, th at th ere is no n eed  to syn ch ron ize the two 
tim e-w orld s o f  th e sch olar-scien tist  and  o f  th e p ractical m an . Im m ed iate relevan ce  
h as n ot b een  regard ed  as so im p ortan t as u ltim ate re levan ce ; an d , in th e burgeoning 
n in eteen th  cen tu ry  w orld  w h ich  view ed  all tim e as m ovin g with in  th e M aster System  
o f  P rogress , th ere w as seem ingly large ju stification  for th is op tim istic toleran ce  
(1939:1-2).

One force at work today that makes it imperative for the ethnographer to 
synchronize these two p ersp ectives com es from the people we study. In 
many p laces we can no longer collect cu ltu ral inform ation from people 
merely to fill the bank o f scientific knowledge. Inform ants are asking, even 
demanding, “ Ethnography for what? Do you want to study our culture to 
build you r theories o f p overty? Can’t you see that our child ren go hungry? 
Do you want to study folk beliefs about w ater-w itching? What about the new 
nuclear power plant that contam inates our drinking w ater with rad ioactive 
w astes? Do you want to study kinship term s to build ever more esoteric 
theories? What abou t our eld erly kinsmen who live in poverty and loneliness? 
Do you want to study our schools to propose new theories of learning? Our 
m ost pressing need is for schools that serve our child ren’s needs in the 
language they u nd erstand .”

One way to synchronize the need s o f people and the goals o f ethnography 
is to consu lt with inform ants to d eterm ine urgent research  top ics. Instead  of 
beginning with theoretical p roblem s, the ethnographer can begin with 
inform ant-expressed  need s, then develop  a research  agenda to relate these 
top ics to the enduring concerns within social scien ce. Surely the needs of 
inform ants should  have equal weight with “ scientific in terest”  in setting 
ethnographic p riorities. More often  than not, inform ants can identify urgent 
research  more clearly than the ethnographer. In  my own study of skid row 
men, for exam p le, I began with an in terest in the social structu re of an



alcoholism treatm ent cen ter. My inform ants, long-tim e drunks who were 
spending life sen tences on the installm ent plan in the Seattle city ja il, 
suggested more urgent research  p ossibilities. “ Why d on’t you study what 
goes on in that ja il?’’ they would ask. And so I shifted  my goals to studying 
the culture o f the ja il, the social stru ctu re o f inm ates, and how drunks were 
oppressed  by the ja il system . My theoretical and scholarly in terests could  
have been served  by either p roject; the need s o f tramps were best served  by 
studying the oppression in the ja il.

Another way to synchronize human need s with the accum u lation o f scien 
tific knowledge is through what I call “ strategic research .’’ In stead  of 
beginning ethnographic p rojects from  an in terest in some particu lar cu ltu re, 
area of the world , or theoretical con cern , strategic research  begins with an 
in terest in human problem s. These p roblem s suggest needed  changes and 
information needed  to make such changes. For  exam p le, in a d iscu ssion on 
strategies for revitalizing Am erican cu ltu re, I suggested  the following p riori
ties for strategic research  (Sprad ley 1976:111):

1. A health care system  that provides adequate care for all mem bers o f the 
society.

2. The provision o f econom ic resou rces for all people su fficient to elim i
nate poverty and provided  in a way that does not d estroy the p rivacy 
and dignity of any recip ien t.

3. Equ al rights and opportunities for all classes o f citizens, including wom 
en, blacks, native Am ericans, Chicanos, the eld erly, child ren, and oth 
ers.

4. Public institu tions, such as schools, cou rts, and governm ents that are 
designed for a multicultural constitu ency.

5. Socially responsible corporations that operate in the public in terest as 
well as for a private in terest.

6. Zero population growth.
7. An ecologically-balanced  econom y based  on recycling and responsible 

for the p rotection  o f natural resou rces.
8. Ed ucation for all peop le, at every stage o f life, that equips them  to cop e 

with the com plexity of choice in our rapid ly changing society.
9. Work roles and environments that contribu te d irectly to the w orkers’ 

sense o f meaning and purpose in life.
10. Opportunity for alternative career patterns and more flexible life cycle 

sequencing with multiple occu pational careers and meaningful involve
ment for you th, retired  p ersons, and the eld erly.

After identifying a general area such as an adequate health  care system , 
strategic research  translates that into a specific research  p roject. This can 
lead to consu ltation with inform ants and a strategic p roject. For  exam p le, 
Oswald Werner, an anthropologist at N orthw estern  University, has been



conducting ethnographic research  among the N avaho for many years. In 
consu ltation with inform ants and out o f a concern  for adequate medical care, 
he selected  a strategic research  p roject: to develop an encycloped ia of 
N avaho medical knowledge. Three volumes in a ten-volume cu ltural de
scrip tion have been  com pleted . It has many immediate uses in both  p reserv
ing N avaho medical knowledge and also adapting Western  medicine for the 
most effective use among the Navaho. As Navaho healers and Western 
health p rofessionals increasingly work together, there is an urgent need for 
each  to und erstand  the med ical knowledge of the other. Ethnographic re
search , in this case, is serving both the needs o f the Navaho in solving 
pressing health  problem s and also the accum u lation of theoretically impor
tant information for understanding human beh avior.11

Consid er the need  identified above for “ socially responsible corporations 
that operate in the public in terest as well as for a private in terest.” This 
suggests hundreds o f strategic ethnographic research  p rojects. We need to 
know how d ecisions are made in corp orate board  room s, something that 
could  be d iscovered  through ethnography. We need  to know how lobbying 
efforts o f corporations affect the legislatu re in every state; in short, an 
ethnography of corp orate lobbying. We need  to know how corporations 
bypass laws enacted  to control them . As some corp orations change to act 
more and more in the public in terest, we need  ethnographic descriptions of 
their efforts to serve as models for others. In short, we need  extensive 
ethnographic research  to understand  this form o f social organization in our 
own society and to know the exten t to which corp orations affect all our 
in terests.

Ethnography for what? For  understanding the human sp ecies, but also for 
serving the needs o f humankind. One of the great challenges facing every 
ethnographer is to synchronize these two u ses o f research .



Language occu p ies such a large part o f human exp erience 
that most of us take it for granted . We talk to others and 
ourselves. We listen to people talking. We make plans si
lently and review  things in our minds by means of language. 
In doing ethnography, language structu res our field notes 
and enters into every analysis and insight. Language per
meates our encou nters with inform ants, and the final 
ethnography takes shape in language. Whatever approach 
the ethnographer u ses—participant observation , ethno
graphic in terview s, collecting life h istories, or a mixtu re o f 
strategies—language enters into every phase of the research  
p rocess. Ethnographers must deal with at least two 
languages—their own and the one spoken by inform ants. If 
we divide the work of ethnography into two m ajor tasks, 
d iscov ery  and d es crip t io n , we can see more clearly the 
important role played  by language.

LANGUAGE AND DISCOVERY

Language is more than a means o f com m unication about 
reality: it is a tool for constru cting reality. Different lan 
guages create and exp ress d ifferent realities. They cat
egorize exp erience in d ifferent w ays. They provide alter
native patterns for cu stom ary ways of thinking and p erceiv
ing. In setting out to d iscover the cultural reality o f a par
ticular group of peop le, the ethnographer faces a cru cial 
question: W hat  la n gu a ge sha ll  I  u s e f o r  a sk in g qu es t io n s  
a n d  reco rd in g t he m ea n in gs  /  d is co v er? The answ er to this 
question has profound im plications for the entire ethno
graphic en terp rise.

Becau se ethnography was first und ertaken in non
Western societies, learning the native language took the 
highest priority. The ethnographer who went to study the 
Bushmen, a remote village in the And es, or an isolated  New 
Guinea tribe, knew that understanding the language was a 
necessary p rerequ isite to thorough research . Early months 
in the field were spent with inform ants who taught the 
ethnographer to speak and und erstand  the native language. 
Bu t in the p rocess, in addition to acquiring the ability to 
communicate, ethnographers learned  something of great 
significance. They d iscovered  how the natives categorized  
experience. They d iscovered  how inform ants used these 
categories in cu stom ary thought. They d iscovered  how to
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ask qu estions that made sense to inform ants. They d iscovered  what ques
tions lay behind  everyd ay activities.

Language learning becam e the cornerstone of field work. It was the first 
and most important step to achieving the primary goal o f ethnography—to 
d escribe a cu ltu re in its own term s. The anthropologist Franz Boas, one of 
the founders of ethnography, clearly stated  this objective:

We k now  w h at we m ean  b y fam ily, s ta te , govern m en t, e tc. As w e overstep  th e limits 
o f  on e cu ltu re w e do n ot kn ow  h ow  far th ese m ay corresp on d  to eq u ivalen t con cep ts. 
I f  we ch oose  to ap ply ou r classification  to alien  cu ltu res w e m ay com b in e form s 
w h ich  do not b elon g togeth er. . . .  I f  it is ou r seriou s p u rp ose to u nd erstan d  the 
th ou gh ts o f  a  p eop le th e w h ole an alysis o f  exp erien ce  m u st be b ased  upon th eir  
con cep ts , n ot ou rs (1943:311).

Bu t in recen t years, as ethnographers have increasingly undertaken re
search  in our society, the necessity o f studying the native language is 
frequently ignored . In  part, this neglect occu rs becau se informants a p p ea r to 
use a language id entical to that spoken by the ethnographer. Bu t such is not 
the case; sem a n t ic d ifferences exist and they have a profound influence on 
ethnographic research . Let me give one exam ple.

When I began studying skid row men I set out to learn their language. 
Actually I was learning a d ialect or special argot used  by this population. 
Although not as d ifficult for me to learn as some non-Western  language, the 
very similarity with my own d ialect o f English made it easy to overlook the 
necessity to learn it at all. My inform ants referred  to them selves and others 
like them as t ram ps  ; one top ic of conversation  was m a k in g a f l o p . 1 I thought 
I understood  these English words but I also recognized  them as interesting 
words with slightly d ifferent usages. As the months passed , my tramp 
informants taught me more and m ore, helping me to understand  the subtle 
meanings attached  to these term s. It was as if they were lead ing me into a 
strange new world. I d iscovered , for exam p le, that m a k in g a f lo p  was such a 
rich phrase that I scarcely scratched  the su rface of its meaning. My infor
mants identified more than a hundred d ifferent categories off lo p s . They had 
strategies for locating flops, for p rotecting them selves from  the weather and 
intruders in these flops. Making a flop defined their friendship patterns and 
even  their police record  was affected  by making a flop. I realized  that, in 
some ways, a flop was like a home to a tramp, but I did not merely translate 
the one term into the other for my ethnography. Instead  I worked  to eluci
date the full meaning of this con cep t, to d escribe their culture in its own 
term s.

In social science literatu re about skid row men I d iscovered  that most 
scholars called  them “ hom eless m en .“ I found  books on the homeless man 
and jou rnal articles that d escribed  the characteristics o f hom eless men with 
suggestions for improving their lot. It becam e apparent that many scholars



saw them as hom eless men becau se t hey  h a d  no t  t ak en  t he t im e to lea rn  t he 
nat iv e la n gu a ge. They d escribed  the lives of skid row men, not in term s of 
t hat  cu ltu re, but in term s appropriate to the middle-class lifestyle o f p rofes
sionals. One of the first qu estions asked  by researchers o f skid row men is 
“ Where do you live?’’ or “ What is your p resent ad d ress?’’ or “ Where have 
you lived for the last year?’’

Becau se tramps know the language and cu ltu re o f researchers, social 
workers, and cou nselors, they know this question does not mean, “ Where 
do you usually make a flop ?” They translate it into something like, “ Do I 
have a room , a hou se, or an apartment with an address like most p eop le?” 
They alm ost always answ er, “ I d on’t have a h om e,” and, on the basis o f this 
answer, tramps are transform ed  into “ hom eless m en .” In all the months of 
interviewing tram ps, I never heard  one say “ I ’m a hom eless man” or even 
“ I have no h om e.”  I did hear them say, “ I made a good flop last night” or “ I 
used to ju ngle up down by the w aterfron t.”

It might seem  like a small m atter to call them hom eless men, but it 
represents only the tip o f the iceberg. For  one thing, it closes o ff a most 
important area o f research : what kind o f “ hom es” do tramps have? One of 
the most important identity featu res for tramps has to do with the kind of 
homebase they have—a car, a m ission, a place o f work, a bed roll, or none at 
all. Bu t if they are h o m eles s , we need  not investigate this asp ect o f their 
lives, an assumption reflected  in the dearth o f literatu re on the flops tramps 
make.

The ethnographer working with people in our com plex society must rec
ognize the existence of subtle but important language d ifferences. I began to 
test this idea in my own fam ily and d iscovered  my young children spoke a 
slightly d ifferent language with their friends at school than with me at hom e. 
At the university, students gave words d ifferent meanings than did their 
teachers. Occu pational groups had their own argots. To do ethnography in 
our own society, it would be necessary to begin with a serious study o f the 
way people talk. Ethnographers at home have to learn the language no less 
than ethnographers overseas.

As I worked  with tramp informants I d iscovered  they not only spoke their 
own language but they had acquired  an ability I call t ransla t ion  co m p et en ce . 
This is t he abilit y  to t ransla t e t he m ea n in gs  o f  o n e cu l t u re int o a f o rm  t hat  is 
a p p rop ria t e to a n o t h er cu l t u re. In  our com plex society, nearly everyone 
acquires this special kind of lingu istic com p etence and it has a profound 
influence on ethnographic d iscovery. In addition to com p etence in speaking 
a native language, alm ost everyone learns to translate when com municating 
with outsiders who speak a d ialectic variation o f that same language. We 
learn to shift back and forth  betw een the language of work and home, school 
and home, or men and women. We do not speak to the local m inister in the 
same d ialect o f English  spoken at the local bar. The secretaries change from 
one d ialect to another betw een coffee break and the execu tive staff meeting.



When som eone unfamiliar with our particu lar cu ltural scen e2 asks us a 
question abou t it, we make use of our t ransla t ion  co m p et en ce  to help them 
understand . Let us look more closely at how translation com p etence affects 
the work o f ethnography in various kinds of settings.

In a society com pletely isolated  from  Western  influence (a rare occu rrence 
tod ay), no one can speak the ethnographer’s language. It becom es necessary 
to spend months learning to speak the native language. Both  the ethnog
rapher and inform ants are na iv e about the oth ers’ cu ltu re. The informant 
finds it extrem ely difficult to translate or in terp ret for the ethnographer. Only 
after months and months o f language study can the ethnographer conduct 
wide-ranging interviews and begin to make sense out o f many things. On the 
su rface, this looks like a d ifficulty when, in tru th, it is an unparalled  oppor
tunity for cu ltural d iscovery. Such isolated  societies are the ethnographer’s 
first choice for research , not becau se ethnographers want to romanticize 
such groups, but becau se they are groups in which all the assumptions we 
often share with those we study are absent.

This does not mean that translation com p etence does not exist in isolated  
societies. In his classic study of the Iatmul of New Guinea, Gregory Bateson  
showed how even the men and women in this small society spoke somewhat 
d ifferent d ialects o f the same language.3 Und oubted ly, when communication 
takes p lace betw een subgroups in any society, people employ their transla
tion com p etence to bridge the subtle d ifferences in cu ltu re.

Most societies today have had some con tact with Western  cu lture and can 
be called  co n t a ct  so ciet ies . The natives have met m issionaries, sold iers, or 
trad ers. Som e natives have traveled  widely; others have worked  in factories 
or attend ed  schools. Although informants may speak a strange language, one 
the ethnographer must learn , individuals do know something about the 
ethnographer’s cu ltu re. This means that inform ants can begin to act as 
translators or in terp reters. Som e may even speak English or some pidgin 
language well enough to in terp ret during in terview s. At first glance, the 
ethnographer may believe these in terp reters would make the best infor
mants. Bu t their very ability to in terp ret, to use the ethnographer’s language, 
p resents a hand icap to d iscovering their cu ltu re.

As I stated  earlier, language not only fu nctions as a means o f communica
tion , it also fu nctions to create and exp ress a cu ltu ral reality. When ethnog
raphers do not learn the language, but instead  depend  on in terp reters, they 
have great d ifficulty learning how natives think, how they perceive the 
world, and what assu mptions they make about human exp erience. The 
barrier to learning their particu lar frame of referen ce, their cultural reality, 
has not been rem oved. The more an informant translates for your conveni
en ce, the more that in form ant’s cu ltural reality becom es d istorted .

In most urban areas and many other parts o f the world , large aggregates of 
people live in close proximity and still maintain somewhat d ifferent cultu res. 
In  such m ult i-cu lt ura l  s o ciet i es , members o f groups (usually called  subcul



tures or ethnic groups) som etim es speak a d ifferent language. Som e are 
bilingual, others merely use a d ifferent d ialect o f the national language. 
Cultural d ifferences, while apparent, are not alw ays striking. Compared  to 
isolated  societies, these groups do not appear exotic, strange, or com pletely 
alien. H ow ever, the necessity o f learning the language is as important as 
ever if we want to avoid  d istorting what people know.

Finally, within the same cultu ral groups in com p lex societies, there are 
cult ura l  s cen es  known to some people but not others. Our everyd ay lives are 
lived in d ifferent social situations, dealing with d ifferent p roblem s, doing 
d ifferent things. The thousands of career specializations rep resent d ifferent 
cultural scenes. So do hobbies, clu bs, service organizations, and even  dif
ferent neighborhoods. Any single individual will have knowledge o f many 
cultural scenes and cou ld  serve as an informant for them . One woman, for 
example, may have detailed  knowledge o f the local P .T.A ., the local 
synagogue, midwife cu ltu re, and the cu ltu re o f skiers.

Take her work as a midwife in a nearby cu ltu re. She speaks English and 
shares with others this common language. Yet when she works as a midwife 
she uses words in slightly d ifferent ways. If an ethnographer decided  to 
study midwives and hosp ital delivery room s, such an informant would not 
only have the ability to translate her knowledge into the ethnographer’s 
term s, she would have had much exp erience doing so. Many times she has 
been asked , “ What kind of work do you d o?” and in answering she has 
made use of her translation com p etence. As an ethnographer, if you begin 
asking qu estions, she will su sp ect your ignorance and actually find it d ifficult 
not  to translate.

How does one overcom e this tend ency of informants to translate things? 
The major way is by asking ethnographic questions designed  to red uce the 
influence of translation com p etence. Su ch  questions will be d escribed  in 
detail as we go through the steps o f the Developmental Research  Sequ ence 
Method . In a sense, this book is a set o f instru ctions for learning another 
language. It involves d iscovery p roced ures for the study o f the meanings 
inherent in the way people use their language, whether in isolated  societies, 
contact societies, multi-cultural societies, or within a particu lar cu ltural 
scene in com plex societies.

LANGUAGE AND ETHNOGRAPHIC DESCRIPTION

The end product o f doing ethnography is a verbal descrip tion of the 
cultural scenes studied. Even  ethnographic films do not d escribe without 
verbal statem ents that tell the view er what the people filmed would see and 
how they would in terp ret the scenes p resented . Thu s, ethnographic d escrip 
tion inevitably involves language. The ethnographer usually writes in his 
native language or the language o f a particu lar audience o f students, p rofes



sionals, or the general public. Bu t how is it possible to d escribe a culture in its 
own term s when using an alien language? The answ er lies in the fact that 
ev ery  et h n o gra p h ic d escrip t io n  is a t ra n s la t io n . As such , it must use both 
nat iv e term s and their meanings as well as those of the ethnographer.

This does not mean that the mixture contained  in such translations is 
always the sam e; ethnographic d escrip tions are not equally faithful to the 
concep ts of inform ants. At one extrem e we find d escrip tions that ignore the 
native point o f view altogether and d istort the cu ltu re. They are written 
alm ost entirely in the language o f ou tsid ers. At the other extrem e we find 
monolingual ethnographies and ethnographic novels written by native au
thors. I have identified  six types of d escrip tions in Figure 2.1 to illustrate 
d ifferences in the degree to which d escrip tions reflect the native point of 
view.

Et h n o cen t ric d escrip t io n s  make alm ost no use of the native language; they 
certainly ignore what things mean. The people and their way of life are 
characterized  in stereotyp es such as lazy, d irty, ignorant, primitive, weird,

FIGURE 2.1. Types of Descriptions
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The extent to which the description is based on 
concepts and meanings in the language of informants.

This illustration provides a comparison of the different types of descriptions in terms of 
the languages used to describe the culture.



and uneducated . Ethnocen tric d escrip tions appeared  frequently in the writ
ings of some early m issionaries and other observers o f non-Western  peop les. 
Consider Alexand er H enry’s d escrip tion o f bodily d ecorations for women in 
a non-Western  tribe:

M ost of th e w om en  h ave th eir faces  ta ttooed  in a very  savage m an n er, lines a q u arter  
of an  in ch  b road  p assin g from  th e n ose to th e ear , and  dow n  each  side o f  th e m ou th  
and  ch in  to th e th roat. Th is d isfigu res th em  very  m u ch ; o th erw ise, som e wou ld  h ave  
tolerab ly good  faces (1953).

Ethnocentric d escrip tions continue to appear today in the popular literatu re 
about other cu ltu res or abou t cultural scenes within our society.

S o cia l  s ci en ce d escrip t io n s  take place in a variety of d isciplines that study 
other people. They usually appear as part o f theoretically-focu sed  stud ies 
which test hyp otheses. Based  on observations, in terview s, qu estionnaires, 
or p sychological tests, they may appear to reflect the native point o f view. 
However, social scien tists are outsiders to these cu ltu res and their analytic 
concep ts are not the ones employed  by inform ants. Tram ps, for instance, 
becom e hom eless men with characteristics that are merely stereotyp es by 
outsiders. Consid er the following statem ent by a social scien tist: “ The 
patient may then resem ble a bu rned -ou t, back-w ard  schizop hrenic who has 
forgotten what his troubles were and why he retreated  from life. The alco
holic is now a ‘bu m ,’ inhabits skid row, and no longer knows or cares why 
he drinks, so long as he can ju st get his hands on another bottle” (Solom on 
1966:165). Like many social science d escrip tions, this one does not reflect 
the cultural knowledge of skid row men.

S t a n d a rd  et h n o gra p h ies  show great variety in the exten t to which they 
employ native languages. Som e give lip service to inform ants’ concep ts and 
may even include a few  native term s in parentheses throughout the d escrip 
tion. Other ethnographies deal thoroughly with native concep ts in some 
p laces, then fit the cu ltu re into analytic categories in other p laces. Still 
others are firmly rooted  in the insid er’s language; the concep ts and meanings 
of informants perm eate the d escrip tion and give one a profound sense of 
being on the inside o f another way o f life.

M o n o lin gu a l  et h n o gra p h ies  move a step closer to a d escrip tion o f a 
culture in its own term s.4 In this type of study, a member of the society who 
is thoroughly encu ltu rated  writes the ethnography in the native language. 
Then the ethnographer, after carefu lly working out the sem antic system  for 
that language, translates the ethnography into English (or the investigator’s 
language). This type o f ethnography has not been developed  extensively in 
its full form. One exam ple o f the monolingual ethnography is T h e N av a jo  
Et h n o -M ed ica l  En cy clo p ed ia  by Oswald  Werner and his associates. In  the 
past, many ethnographers have made extensive use of inform ant-w ritten 
d escrip tions, including folk tales, historical even ts, and personal exp eri



en ces. In som e resp ects, the monolingual ethnography shares similarities 
with the next category o f d escrip tion, the life history.

L ife h is t o ries  are another kind of descrip tion that offers an understanding 
of alien cu ltu res. They reveal the details o f a single p erson’s life and in the 
p rocess show important parts o f the cu ltu re. They may be record ed  in the 
native language, then translated  into English , or som etim es, if the informant 
is bilingual, record ed  in the language o f the investigator. Som e life histories 
are heavily ed ited  by the ethnographer, others are presented  in the same 
form in which the record ing occu rred . Multiple life h istories, such as Oscar 
Lew is’s Ch ild ren  o f  S a n ch ez , employ the native language to a very great 
exten t and broaden the d escrip tion to includ e more than a single person.

Et h n o gra p h ic nov els  written by native authors provide descrip tions close 
to the insid er’s point o f view. Chinua Achebe, the great Ibo novelist, has 
given us excellen t exam ples o f this kind o f writing in such books as Things  
Fa l l  A p a rt  and A rrow  o f  G o d . Ethnographic novels are rich in descrip tions; 
they make use of the language spoken in the communities from which the 
characters com e. It is important to recognize that novels about selected  
asp ects o f our own culture are often ethnographic in character. Such novels 
can cap tu re the subtle meanings of a cu ltu re and portray them  in a way that 
gives the read er a deep insight into another way of life.

Ethnographers cannot escap e the use o f language in carrying out their 
investigations. Asking qu estions, listening to casual conversations, inter
viewing, taking field notes, analyzing data, writing rough d rafts, and finally 
writing the final ethnography all involve words, p hrases, sen tences, and 
most o f all m ea n i n gs . I would argue that the meanings exp ressed  in both the 
ethnographer’s language and the in form ant’s language d eserve the most 
serious consid erations. With Franz Boas, I would reiterate that “ if it is our 
serious purpose to understand  the thoughts of a people the whole analysis of 
exp erience must be based  upon their con cep ts, not ou rs’’ (1943:11). In 
ethnographic d isco v ery  we should make maximum use o f the native lan
guage. In ethnographic d escrip t io n  we should rep resent the meanings en
cod ed  in that language as closely as p ossible. As a translation, ethnographic 
d escrip tions should flow from the concep ts and meanings native to that 
scene rather than the concep ts developed  by the ethnographer.



Ethnographers work together with informants to produce 
a cultural d escrip tion . This relationship  is com plex and I will 
have much to say about it in later chap ters. The su ccess of 
doing ethnography depends, to a great exten t, on under
standing the nature of this relationship . I use the term in 

fo rm a n t  in a very specific way, not to be confused  with 
concep ts like su bject, respond ent, friend , or actor. In this 
chap ter I want to clarify the concep t and role of informant.

Accord ing to W ebst er s N ew  Co l legia t e D ict io n a ry , an 
informant is “ a native speaker engaged  to repeat words, 
phrases, and sentences in his own language or d ialect as a 
model for imitation and a sou rce of in form ation .” Although 
derived primarily from lingu istics, this definition will serve 
as a starting point for our d iscu ssion. Inform ants are first 
and forem ost nat iv e s p ea k ers , a fact made clear in the last 
chapter. Inform ants are engaged  by the ethnographer to 
speak in t heir ow n la n gu a ge o r d ia lect . Inform ants provide a 
m o d el  f o r  t he et h n o gra p h er to im it a t e; the ethnographer 
hopes to learn to use the native language in the way infor
mants do. Finally, inform ants are a s o u rce o f  in fo rm a t io n ; 
literally, they becom e teachers for the ethnographer.

Most people act as inform ants at one time or another 
without realizing it. We offer inform ation to others in re
sponse to qu estions about our everyd ay lives. “ What kind 
of family did you com e from ?” “ What do you do at 
school?” “ What kinds o f p roblems do you have working as 
a cocktail w aitress?” “ You  collect com ic books? That 
sounds in teresting; what does it involve?” Su ch  questions 
place us in the role o f informant.

An ethnographer seeks out ord inary people with ord inary 
knowledge and builds on their common exp erience. Slow ly, 
through a series of in terview s, by rep eated  exp lanations, 
and through the use o f special qu estions, ord inary people 
become excellen t inform ants. Everyone, in the cou rse of 
their daily activities, has acquired  knowledge that appears 
specialized  to others. A shaman knows how to perform 
magic rituals; a housew ife can prepare a holiday meal; a 
sportsman is an exp ert in fishing for lake trou t; a physician 
knows her way around a large hospital and can perform 
open heart surgery; a tramp has acquired  strategies for 
making it; a boy can maneuver with skill on a skate board . 
Knowledge about everyd ay life is a common property o f 
the human sp ecies. So is the ability to com m uicate that 
knowledge in a native language. This ability makes it p ossi
ble for alm ost anyone to act as an informant.
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I d istinctly recall Lau rie, one o f my best inform ants. She answered  my 
qu estions with all the calm  assu rance o f an exp ert. She recalled  incidents 
that had happened  and told  me stories that brought to life the cu ltural scene 
she knew so well. It d idn’t m atter that she had ju st passed  her fourth 
birthd ay; she had mastered  the com plex cu ltu re o f her kindergarten class. 
She named and d escribed  each  one o f her classm ates and identified the 
criteria by which she d istinguished  them . She enumerated  more than twenty 
d ifferent kinds o f “ w ork,”  everything from  s ci en ce t able and h o m e cen t er to 
clay  and rig-a - j igs . Like every good inform ant, she spoke unselfconsciously 
in her own language—the language o f kindergarten children. She didn’t 
realize how much she knew ; she had learned  this cultu re in the cou rse of 
day-to-day activities. Once I d iscovered  the questions to ask, her cultural 
knowledge flowed out as if some unseen gate in her mind had been flung 
open.

Another inform ant who taught me his cu ltu re must have been over sixty. 
He had traveled  the length and breadth o f the United  States as a tramp for 
more than thirty years. A first or second  generation immigrant from France, 
other tramps called  him “ Fren ch y .” Uned u cated , unemployed , and unwill
ing to give up his fierce ind epend ence, Frenchy was a first-rate informant. 
He knew more abou t p laces to m a k e a f l o p , more abou t ways to bea t  a drunk  
ch a rg ey and more about avoid ing bulls  (p olice) on the street than college- 
ed ucated  men half his age who also lived on skid row. Frenchy seldom 
analyzed  the way of life he had adopted , nor did he try to ju stify  and explain 
what, to others, looked  like a down and out cond ition. He talked  with 
excitem ent about the jo y  o f travel. He exp lained  the cu ltural strategies he 
had learned  over the years to survive without a stead y jo b . He talked  about 
ja ils and freight trains and friends and how he managed to balance his good 
days against the bad ones. Once I had gained his confid ence, once he knew 
that I wanted him to be my teach er, he fell into the informant role with great 
delight.

The inform ant-ethnographer relationship  is frequently confused  with other 
relationship s. An anthropologist working in a non-Westem  society knows 
the d ifficulties that arise when he or she is perceived  as a missionary, a 
trad er, or a governm ent agent. I in terviewed many skid row men at the 
treatm ent cen ter  for alcoholics operated  by a cou nty sh eriff’s department. I 
repeated ly exp lained  to the tramps that I was no t  a m em ber o f the staff but a 
facu lty m em ber at the University o f Washington Med ical Sch ool. Even  so, 
potential informants often believed  I was a bull  from the sh eriff’s depart
ment. One man who observed  that I asked  endless questions asked  if I was 
an F .B.I . agent. I soon d iscovered  that until they understood  that I was an 
ethnographer, in terested  in their cu ltu re, they cou ld  not easily assume the 
role o f informant.

In our own society, the informant role is often confused  with t radit ional  
ro les  such as friend  or em ployer, and with s o cia l  s ci en ce ro les  such as



subject or respond ent. It will help to clarify the nature o f the inform ant-eth 
nographer relationship  if we exam ine these two sou rces of confusion.

CONFUSION WITH TRADITIONAL ROLES

Som etim es a beginning ethnographer, anxious about conducting ethno
graphic in terview s, d ecid es it will be easier to talk with a friend , relative, or a 
college room mate. Consid er the following exam ple from an undergraduate 
stud ent’s exp erience.

Joan  decided to in terview  her friend , Bru ce, about the cultu re of the 
college football team  on which he played . “ Could you d escribe a typ ical 
football game to m e?’’ she began, asking a good ethnographic question. 
Bru ce looked  qu izzical; he knew that Joan  had never attended  the college 
games, but he also knew that she must have seen at least part o f a game on 
television or in high school. Still, he wanted  to coop erate, so he answ ered  
her questions but skimmed over the parts he assumed she knew. Without 
realizing it he looked  bored  w henever Joan  asked  a naive question. When a 
friend asked  him how the in terview s were going, he rep lied , “ She asks such 
dumb questions. I ’m not sure what she wants to know .’’

Joan  sensed  that Bru ce was relu ctant to talk and many o f her questions 
received  brief answ ers or a com m ent like, “ Oh, you know about th a t.’’ This 
forced  Joan  to repeat some questions in later in terview s, questions Bru ce 
knew she had asked  p reviously. More im portant, Bru ce’s responses made 
her ask more com p lex, analytic qu estions. Withou t knowing it, she shifted  
away from an ethnographic approach and began to analyze why Bru ce was 
so excited  about football before she understood  the fundamentals of the 
culture. Both  Joan  and Bru ce felt u ncom fortable with the questions and 
answers demanded by the ethnographic approach. Their uneasiness arose 
because this new relationship  departed  from what they had com e to exp ect 
of each other as friend s. Bu t these vague feelings were never exp ressed  or 
understood .

If Joan  had approached  Dr. Ad am s, a retired  pharm acist who spent most 
of his afternoons in lawn bowling tournam ents, many o f the d ifficulties 
would never have arisen. “ Could you tell me about lawn bow ling?’’ she 
could have asked  with com plete sincerity. H er inform ant, recognizing Joan ’s 
age, would assume she must be com pletely ignorant o f this game and the 
activities that go on during a tournament. If she asked  for more detailed  
descriptions or repeated  qu estions, her informant would have interp reted  
these as signs o f in terest rather than stupid ity.

And Bru ce would have felt d ifferently with another ethnographer. Assume 
that he boarded  an airp lane and sat down next to an eld erly Jap anese man 
from a remote village on the island  o f H okkaido. After a few  qu estions to get 
acquainted , Bru ce cou ld  easily have becom e a good informant.



“ What do you do in sch ool?” the man might ask.
“ Well, besid es my classes, I ’m on the football team .”
“ Football team ? What is th at?”
“ Th at’s a game we play called  fo o t ba l l ; there are two team s, eleven men 

on each  sid e.”
“ Football? I ’ve never heard  o f that. Do you play with your foot?”
“ No. Well, yes, som etim es. Bu t mostly it’s running and blocking and 

trying to move the ball on a field .”  The look of sincere puzzlement on the 
man’s face would tell Bru ce that he had taken too much for granted . He 
would have to go into more d etail, to d escribe the game in the most basic 
term s. And Bru ce would in terp ret any requ ests for clarification as an oppor
tunity to fu rther inform an in terested  stranger.

During the weeks and months that Joan  attempted  to cond uct ethnograph
ic interviews with Bru ce, a great many p roblems arose that had nothing to do 
with Bru ce’s culture or the primary task o f doing ethnography. They came 
from  the confusion of two roles: informant and friend . Conversation be
tween friend s is usually recip rocal: each  person asks and answ ers questions. 
Conversation betw een ethnographer and inform ant is much less balanced ; 
the ethnographer asks the questions and the informant talks about activities 
and events that make up his lifestyle. A friend  does not ask the same 
question over and over; an ethnographer does. A friend  does not ask for 
endless clarification; an ethnographer d oes. This does not mean ethnog
raphers cannot be friends with their inform ants. Bu t that is quite d ifferent 
from trying to make informants out of friends.

I have known undergraduate and graduate students who attempted  to 
make inform ants out o f an em ployer, a p rofessor, their m other, a roommate, 
or som eone else in a trad itional role. In  alm ost every case, their ethno
graphic interviews met with mixed  resu lts. Som e, with great patience and 
ingenuity, managed to d escribe part of a cu ltural scene. Others gave up in 
fru stration. Som e trad itional roles p resent less d ifficulties than others to the 
would-be ethnographer. A skilled , exp erienced  ethnographer can often work 
with friend s, relatives, or acqu ain tances, but such trad itional roles will 
always create certain  d ifficulties. In  learning to do ethnographic interviews 
most people find that strangers make better inform ants.

CONFUSION WITH SOCIAL SCIENCE ROLES

By far the greatest barrier to a productive informant relationship  occu rs 
when this role is confused  with other social science roles. The act of 
investigation necessarily means that the researcher and the person studied 
assume roles. Each  person in the relationship  constru cts a definition of what 
is going on; these definitions have a profound im pact on the research. At 
least three roles that con trast with informant are used in the social sciences:



su bject , res p o n d en t , and a ct o r. Som etim es, within the con text o f a single 
p roject, the same individual will act as su bject, actor, respond ent, and 
informant. In ord er not to confu se these roles, let’s look at their most 
important d ifferences.

Subjects

Social science research  that uses su bjects usually has a specific goal: to 
test hyp otheses. Investigators are not primarily in terested  in d iscovering the 
cultural knowledge o f the su bjects; they seek to confirm or d isconfirm a 
specific hypothesis by studying the su bject’s resp onses. Work with su bjects 
begins with p reconceived  id eas; work with inform ants begins with a naive 
ignorance. Su bjects do not define what it is important for the investigator to 
find ou t; informants do.

When I began seeking inform ants among men arrested  for public drunken
ness, I t ent at iv ely  thought o f them as “ alcoh olics.”  Bu t when I began 
informant in terview s, I set aside that definition and allowed my informants 
to define them selves. I soon d iscovered  that their most salient identity 
concep t was “ tram p”  rather than alcoholic. Even  those confined  to an 
alcoholic treatm ent cen ter  did not think o f them selves primarily as alco
holics. I then set about to d iscover the meaning o f this folk concep t to my 
informants. Contrast this ethnographic approach with an excellen t study o f 
alcoholic su b ject s .

Godwin, et  a l. (1974), wanted to shed light on the qu estion, “ What cau ses 
a person to beome an alcoholic? Is it due to social conditioning and environ 
mental factors or is it inherited ?” Previous stud ies showed that when the 
children of alcoholics becam e adu lts, the incid ence of alcoholism  among 
them tended to be high. Bu t scholars d isagreed  as to the cau se o f this fact. 
Some argued the cau se was genetic; others argued that growing up in a 
family environment where one parent was a severe alcoholic would produce 
it.

Godwin and his colleagues found  a “ natural exp erim ent” with su bjects 
ideally suited to the aims of their research . The su bjects were a sample of 
male identical twins with two important ch aracteristics: (1) they were sons 
of an alcoholic parent, and (2) one son had been adopted  during infancy and 
raised by nonalcoholic stepparents. Throughou t the study the researchers 
selected  the concep ts (such as alcoholism ) and defined their meaning. They 
reasoned  that if both sons showed a high incid ence o f alcoholism , this would 
support the hypothesis that environmental conditioning was not  a significant 
factor in the development o f alcoholism . Their research  confirmed this 
hypothesis. There was a high incid ence o f alcoholism  among their su bjects, 
and no significant d ifference occu rred  betw een adopted  and nonadopted  
sons. They concluded  that the environment contribu ted  little to the d evel
opment of the alcoholism .



It would have been possible to use these same twins as informants rather 
than as su bjects. H ow ever, this would have led to an en tirely d ifferent set of 
qu estions and p roced u res. The m ajor d ifferences can be summarized by 
noting the fundamental questions asked  by each  approach.

RESEARCH W IT H  SUBJECTS

1. What do I know about a prob
lem that will allow me to formu 
late and test a hypothesis?

2. What concep ts can I use to test 
this hypothesis?

3. How can I operationally define 
these concep ts?

4. What scientific theory can ex
plain the data?

5. How can I interp ret the resu lts 
and report them  in the language 
o f my colleagu es?

RESEARCH W IT H  IN FO R M A N TS

1. What do my informants know 
abou t their culture that I can 
d iscover?

2. What concep ts do my infor
mants use to classify their ex
p erience?

3. How do my informants define 
these concep ts?

4. What folk theory do my infor
mants use to exp lain their ex
p erience?

5. How can I t ransla t e the cultural 
knowledge of my informants 
into a cu ltural descrip tion my 
colleagu es will understand?

Research  with su bjects is neither more nor less important than research 
with inform ants. The two approaches are simply d ifferent. Som e social 
scien tists set out to d escribe a cu ltu re (work with inform ants) and also to test 
certain  hypotheses (work with su bjects). They may begin their research  with 
inform ants but before the ethnographic task is com pleted , these informants 
have becom e su bjects with hard ly anyone aware o f the change. Ethnography 
thus becom es confused  with hypothesis testing and problem -oriented  re
search . When this occu rs, a unique and in teresting cu ltu re becom es recast 
into the concep ts and ideas o f social scien ce before anyone has described  it 
in its own term s. This book is designed  primarily to circum vent this confu 
sion.

As I pointed  out earlier, ethnographic stud ies can make important con 
tribu tions to social science research  with su bjects. For  exam ple, ethnog
raphy can generate hypotheses for later testing by other research tech 
niques. Consid er the follow ing generalization that can  easily becom e a 
hypothesis abou t male and fem ale roles. In  studying Brad y’s Bar , we dis
covered  that when men and women em ployees worked  together, an asy m 
m et rica l  cro s s o v er p h en o m en o n  o ccu rred  (Sp rad ley and Mann 1975). In  our 
society, when men and women work together, they som etim es “ cross over’’ 
and do the tasks trad itionally assigned  to the other sex. In  trad itional fami
lies, for  exam p le, men som etim es care for babies and prepare meals; women



sometimes drive the car even when their husbands are riding in that car. In  
Brad y’s Bar we found that although women crossed  over and performed 
roles normally assigned  to male bartend ers, the reverse never occu rred . 
Tasks assigned  to fem ale cocktail w aitresses were o f low er status and the 
men simply refused  to cross over, even though many occasions presented  
this opportunity. And so we conclud ed  “ The rules that regulate the cross
over phenomenon in Brad y’s Bar  are not the same for each  sex. They are 
asym m etrical, functioning in such a way as to put women at a d isadvantage 
in the game of social in teraction ’’ (Sp rad ley and Mann 1975:40). This rep re
sents, not only a general statem ent about the cu ltu re of Brad y’s Bar , but also 
a hypothesis that could  be tested  by using su bjects or respond ents in other 
bars, in other settings, and even in other cu ltu res.

Respondents

A respondent is any person who respond s to a survey questionnaire or to 
queries presented  by an investigator. Many people confu se respond ents with 
informants becau se both answ er qu estions and a p p ea r to give information 
about their cu ltu re. One o f the most important d istinctions betw een these 
two roles has to do with the language used to form ulate qu estions. Su rvey 
research with respond ents alm ost always em ploys the language of the social 
scientist. The qu estions arise out o f the social scien tist’s cu ltu re. Ethno
graphic research , on the other hand , depends more fully on the language o f 
the informant. The questions arise out o f the inform ant’s cu ltu re.

Let’s look at the d ifference in these app roaches. At the time I began my 
ethnographic research  on skid row men, many survey stud ies had already 
been published. Som e included  ethnographic data mixed  with survey data; 
most included inform ation about “ em ploym ent’’ and “ in com e,’’ top ics of 
great in terest to social scien tists. Bah r (1973) summarizes some of these 
studies: unemployment among skid row men ranges from 50% to 76%. Their 
typical jobs are as unskilled  laborers, farm  laborers, railroad  w orkers, res
taurant w orkers, and transportation w orkers. Only a few  men work as 
craftsm en, clerks, or at other w hite-collar job s. In Chicago, only 12% o f the 
employed men held the same jo b  for a year; 33% changed  job s every day, or 
every two months if they had a stead y jo b . The median incom e in Chicago 
for 1957 was ju st over $1000. Som e men reported  no earned  incom e at all for 
the year.

Now these kinds of facts are read ily identified as survey inform ation. 
How ever, the nature of the qu estions that elicited  this data is not self
evident. They involve concep ts from outside the cu ltu re, concep ts like 
“ em ploym ent,’’ “ steady jo b ,’’ and “ in com e.’’ Becau se skid row men know 
the culture from which investigators com e, they can answ er questions like 
“ How much did you earn last year?’’ “ What kind o f work do you d o?’’ and 
“ Do you have a steady in com e?’’ Bu t these qu estions pre-define what



respond ents will report and do not necessarily tap the cultu ral knowledge of 
tramps.

Becau se I wanted to d iscover the tram p s’s cu ltu re and not impose my 
concep ts on them , I began by listening to their conversations. They talked 
about things that I was often tempted  to call “ incom e” and “ em ploym ent.” 
Bu t instead , like an ethnographer studying some rem ote tribe, I set aside my 
concep ts and tried  to learn their language. I did not assume that becau se they 
spoke English , I really did know what they were talking about.

As I listened , one o f the folk concep ts I d iscovered  was “ ways to make 
it .” This concep t refers to the strategies that tramps employ to survive, 
whether on skid row , in tramp ju n gles, on freight trains, in city ja ils, or in 
alcoholism  treatm ent cen ters. I d iscovered  nearly tw enty d ifferent terms 
that informants identified as “ ways to make it .” They included  such things 
as m ak ing t he sally  (m ission), m a k in g t he V .A . (Veterans Administration 
H osp ital), ju n k in g  (finding and selling ju n k item s), m ak ing t he b lood  bank  
(to sell their blood ), sp o t  j o b b i n g , m eet in g a liv e o n e (a person who will give 
them m oney), and w ork ing. Incom e and employment are related  only to the 
last concep t, but what about the others? What about all the money a tramp 
“ earns” from m a k in g t he b lo o d  b a n k , j u n k i n g , p a n h a n d l in g (a form of 
begging), and p o o l in g (sharing money with others to make a p u rchase)? My 
goal as an ethnographer was to find out the meaning of all these concep ts, 
not ju st the ones that seemed  to connect with the dominant cu lture.

Survey research  has many values and it generates important information. 
It even resu lts in d escrip tions o f peop le, but not in cu ltu ral descrip tions. For 
survey research , in general, begins with questions rather than a search for 
questions. H ow ever, it is possible to devise et h n o gra p h ic questions and 
ad minister them by means of a qu estionnaire, but this is not the same as the 
usual survey questionnaire. I stress the im portance of a clear d istinction 
betw een respond ents and inform ants becau se it will help the ethnographer to 
set aside cu ltu re-bound questions that p revent d iscovery of the other per
son’s point o f view.

Actors

An actor is som eone who becom es the object o f observation in a natural 
setting. An infant sleeping in a hospital nursery or a ju d ge sentencing men for 
public drunkenness can  both be observed  as actors. A scholar who watches 
a group o f gorillas is studying actors; how ever, gorillas can never become 
inform ants.

Ethnographers often use participant observation as a strategy for both 
listening to people and watching them in natural settings. Those they study 
thus becom e actors and informants at the same tim e; informant interviews 
may even  be cond ucted  casually while doing participant observation. But 
when we merely observe behavior without also treating people as infor



mants, their cultural knowledge becom es d istorted . For  human beings, what 
an act means is never self-evid ent. Tw o persons can in terp ret the same event 
in completely d ifferent ways. The father who strikes a child  may be “ spank
ing” her as punishment or “ teasing” her in play.

When social scien tists observe actors in a natural setting, they must 
decide how to d escribe what they see. My first con tact with tramps cam e as I 
observed  their being arraigned  in the Seattle Criminal Court. As a ct o rs  in 
this cou rtroom  drama, they stood  before the ju d ge, listened  to the charge of 
public drunkenness, made brief statem ents, offered  pleas o f guilty or inno
cent, then walked  out o f the cou rtroom . An average of sixty-five men 
appeared each day and I had an ideal opportunity to observe similar acts 
over and over again. I w atched , listened , and wrote down everything I 
could. I record ed  the way men d ressed , how they stood , what they said , how 
long it took the ju d ge to inform them o f their rights, and how long the en tire 
p rocess of arraignment took for each  man. Bu t as an observer of a ct o rs , 
nearly everything went into my field notes in my language, using my con 
cep ts.

Later, when I began informant in terview s, I d iscovered  that what I had 
seen and record ed  was not what tramps saw them selves doing. Som etim es 
the d ifferences were subtle, som ethim es striking. Bu t, in all cases, my 
descriptions tended  to d istort the cu ltu re I sought to d escribe. For  exam ple, 
in my field notes I record ed  the following kinds o f things:

1. A man said to the ju d ge, “ I have a jo b  if you ’ll give me a suspended 
sen ten ce.”

2. A man said , “ My family is sick and I want to take care of th em .”
3. A man said , “ I requ est a con tinu ance.”
4. A man said , “ Gu ilty.”
5. A man said , “ Not gu ilty.”
6. A man said , “ I need  help with my drinking p roblem ; I ’d like to go to the 

treatment cen ter .”
7. The clerk called  Jim  Joh n son ’s name, no one appeared .
8. The clerk read o ff a list o f names for men to appear; none did. He said 

they forfeited  their bail.

These are all actions and events I saw. I believed  they were all sep arate 
events, ones I could  understand . Bu t inform ants exp lained  that these 
were all the s a m e k ind  o f  t h ing. They called  them  w ay s to b ea t  a drunk  
ch a rge . When a tramp says, “ Gu ilty,”  they told  me, he isn ’t necessarily 
saying, “ I was d ru nk” ; many are not in toxicated  when arrested . Saying 
“ Guilty” is one way to beat a drunk charge, as is saying “ N ot gu ilty,” “ I 
request a con tinu an ce,” or any o f the others. These strategies aim to redu ce 
the d ifficulties a tramp faces for being poor and living on skid row. Like the 
counselors from the alcoholism  treatm ent cen ter, I interp reted  the requ est



for  treatm ent as a cry for help on the part o f a down and out alcoholic. Once I 
began to see things the way tramps saw them , once I treated  tramps as 
inform ants, I learned  it was a way to escap e ja il—to beat a drunk charge. 
N ot only did I begin to see the events in cou rt through d ifferent eyes, but I 
also began asking qu estions to d iscover the rules for selecting a particu lar 
strategy for beating a drunk charge.

Making d etached  observations o f social behavior as an outsider has many 
values. Bu t becau se the two p ersp ectives appear so similar and yet lead in 
such d ifferent d irections, one must d istinguish betw een treating people as 
actors and as inform ants.

Ethnographers adopt a particu lar stance toward  people with whom they 
work. By word and by action , in subtle ways and d irect statem ents, they 
say, “ I want to understand  the world from  your point o f view. I want to 
know what you know in the way you know it. I want to understand  the 
meaning o f you r exp erience, to walk in you r shoes, to feel things as you feel 
them , to explain things as you  explain them . Will you becom e my teacher 
and help me und erstand ?” This fram e of reference is a rad ical departure 
from  treating people as either su bjects, respond ents, or actors.

ETHICAL PRINCIPLES

Inform ants are human beings with p roblem s, con cern s, and in terests. The 
values held by any particu lar ethnographer do not alw ays coincid e with the 
ones held by inform ants. In  doing field work one is always faced  with 
conflicting values and a wide range of possible ch o ices.1 Should  I tape record  
what an informant says or merely make a written record ? How will I use the 
data collected  and will I tell informants how it will be u sed ? Should  I study 
the kinship term s used  by inform ants or the tactics used  by the colonial 
government to keep  them oppressed ? If an informant engages in illegal 
behavior should I make my field notes inaccessible to the police? If infor
mants are child ren, should teachers or parents have access to my field notes? 
Shou ld  I pay inform ants for participating in ethnographic interviews? 
Whenever faced  by choices such as these, the d ecision will necessarily 
involve an appeal to some set o f eth ical principles based  on underlying 
values.

In  1971, the Council o f the Am erican Anthropological Association 
adopted  a set o f principles to guide ethnographers when faced  with 
conflicting ch oices. These P rin cip les  o f  P ro fes s io n a l  R esponsibili t y  begin 
with the following preamble:

An th rop ologists w ork  in m an y p arts o f  th e w orld  in close p erson al association  with  
th e p eop les and  situ ation s th ey stu d y. Th eir p rofession al situation  is, th erefore, 
uniquely varied  and  com p lex. Th ey are in volved  with  th eir d iscip line, th eir col
leagu es, th eir stu d en ts, th eir sp on sors, th eir su b jects, th eir ow n  an d  h ost govern 



m en ts, th e p articu lar ind ividu als and  grou p s with  w h om  th ey do th eir field w ork , 
oth er p opu lations and  in terest grou p s in th e n ation s with in  w h ich  th ey w ork , and  th e 
study o f  p rocesses an d  issu es affectin g gen eral h um an  w elfare. In  a field o f  su ch  
com p lex in volvem en ts, m isu n d erstan d in gs, con flicts an d  th e n ecessity  to  m ake 
ch oices am on g con flictin g valu es are b oun d  to arise an d  to gen erate eth ical d ilem m as. 
It is a p rim e resp on sib ility o f  an th rop ologists to an ticip ate th ese an d  to p lan  to resolve  
them  in su ch  a  w ay as to do d am age n eith er to  th ose w h om  th ey stu d y n or, in so far as  
possib le, to th eir sch olarly com m u n ity. Wh ere th ese con d ition s can n ot be m et, th e 
an th rop ologist wou ld  be well ad vised  n ot to p u rsu e th e p articu lar p iece o f  research .

The great variation and com plexity o f field work situations make it 
d ifficult, if not im possible, to adopt a single set o f standards for all ethnog
raphers. H ow ever, the follow ing eth ical p rincip les, based  on those adopted 
by the American Anthropological Association , can serve as a useful guide.

Consider Informants First

In research , an  an th rop ologist’s p aram ou n t resp on sib ility is to th ose he stu d ies. 
When  th ere is a con flict o f in terest, th ese ind ividu als m u st com e first. Th e an 
th rop ologist m u st do everyth in g with in  h is p ow er to p rotect th eir p h ysical, social and  
p sych ological w elfare and  to h on or th eir d ign ity and  p rivacy.

(Principles o f  Professional R esponsibilit y , 1971, p ara. 1.)

Ethnographic research  often involves more than ethnographers and in
form ants. Sponsors may provide funds for the support o f research . Gate 
keepers may have the power to give or withhold perm ission to cond uct 
interviews. In com plex societies, in form ants’ lives are frequently in
tertwined  with other people. For  exam ple, in studying cocktail w aitresses, 
the bartend ers, cu stom ers, and ow ners o f the bar all had certain  in terests, 
often in conflict with the w aitresses. Tram ps were constantly involved  with 
treatment cen ter staff, p olicem en, and county health  officials. The ethnog
rapher cannot assume that inform ants’ in terests are the same as those of 
other people. All ethnography must include inqu iries to d iscover the in ter
ests and concerns o f inform ants. And when choices are made, these in terests 
must be consid ered  first.

Safeguard Informants’ Rights, Interests, and Sensitivities

Wh ere research  in volves th e acq u isition  of m aterial and  in form ation  tran sferred  on  
th e assu m p tion  o f  tru st b etw een  p erson s, it is axiom atic th at th e righ ts, in terests , and  
sen sitivities o f  th ose stu d ied  m u st be safegu ard ed .

(Principles o f  Professional Responsibilit y , p ara. l ,a .)

This principle suggests that ethnographers go beyond  merely co n s id erin g



the in terests o f inform ants. We have a positive responsibility to s a fegu a rd  
their rights, their in terests, and even their sensitivities. We must exam ine the 
im plications of our research  from this vantage point, for it may have conse
qu ences unseen by inform ants.

Jam es Sew id , a Kw akiu tl Ind ian in British  Colum bia, was an excellent 
inform ant, and together we record ed  his life history about growing up during 
the early part o f this centu ry (Sprad ley 1969). When it becam e apparent that 
the ed ited  transcrip ts might becom e a published  book, I decided to safeguard 
Mr. Sew id ’s rights by making him a full partner who signed the con tract with 
Yale University Press. He shared  equally in all royalties and, with me, had 
the right to decide on cru cial matters o f con ten t. I also wanted to safeguard 
his sensitivities, so before we submitted  the final manuscript I read  the 
com plete version to both him and his wife. They made deletions and changes 
that were in their best in terests, changes which reflected  their sensitivities, 
not mine.

No m atter how u nobtru sive, ethnographic research  always pries into the 
lives of inform ants. Ethnographic interviewing rep resents a powerful tool for 
invading other peop le’s way o f life. It reveals inform ation that can be used to 
affirm  their rights, in terests, and sensitivities or to v iolat e them. All infor
mants must have the p rotection of saying things “ off the record ’’ which 
never find their way into the ethnographer’s field notes.

Communicate Research Objectives

Th e aim s o f  th e in vestigation  should  be com m u n icated  as well as possib le to the 
in form an t.

(Principles o f  Pro fess iona l R esponsibilit y , 1971, p ara. l ,b .)

Inform ants have a right to know the ethnographer’s aims. This does not 
requ ire a full cou rse on the nature o f ethnography. The scholar’s aims can 
often be exp lained  simply: “ I want to und erstand  what life at Brad y’s Bar is 
like from  your perspective as a cocktail w aitress. I think this will help us to 
understand  the role of women who work in this kind o f jo b . I ’ll be writing up 
my study as a d escrip tion o f the role o f cocktail w aitresses.’’

Communicating the aims of research  must often becom e a p rocess of 
unfold ing rather than a once-and -for-all d eclaration. The ethnographer must 
decide to whom the aims will be exp lained . Certainly anyone who partici
pates in ethnographic interviews d eserves an exp lanation. In our study of 
Brad y’s Bar  we exp lained  our goals to the cocktail w aitresses; our study 
focu sed  on their role. We did not talk with all the custom ers and all the 
bartend ers, although their behavior certainly en tered  into our study. In this 
particu lar study, com municating the aims was made more d ifficult because 
one of the researchers assumed the role of a cocktail waitress and had



difficulty convincing others to take her role as a researcher seriously. In  a 
detailed analysis o f that role, Brend a Mann has d iscu ssed  the eth ical prob
lems connected  with communicating the aims o f research .2

For the beginning ethnographer, esp ecially those who are stud ents, the 
primary aim may be to learn how to study another cu ltu re. One might 
com municate this goal quite simply: “ I want to find out what it’s like to be a 
student in the fourth grade. As a university student m yself, I ’m learning how 
to interview and d iscover things from your point o f view. I ’ll be writing a 
paper on what you and other children in this fou rth-grad e classroom  do each  
day, the things you like best, and ju st what it’s like to be in the fourth 
grad e.”

However, as d iscussed  in the first chap er, the aims o f research  often need  
to go beyond the mere accum ulation o f knowledge. Every ethnographic 
research p roject should , to som e exten t, include a dialogue with informants 
to explore ways in which the study can be usefu l to inform ants. The P rin ci 
p les  o f  P ro fes s io n a l  R espons ibi l i t y  includ e a specific statem ent in this regard  
(para. l,h ): “ Every effort should be exerted  to coop erate with members of 
the host society in the planning and execu tion  o f research  p ro jects.”  This 
not only means planning with teachers and ad m inistrators, if one is studying 
a fourth-grade classroom  for in stance, but also with students. In  many cases, 
since informants do not yet und erstand  the nature of ethnography, the aims 
of research will have to develop during the study. This means the ethnog
rapher, in consu ltation with inform ants, must be willing to d irect the investi
gation into paths suggested  by inform ants. I began my research  with skid 
row tramps by exp laining, “ I want to understand  alcoholism  from the 
perspective of men like you rself who are repeated ly arrested  for being 
dru nk.” Bu t as I p rogressed , in form ants’ in terests led to a change in goals. I 
com municated  my new aims to each  inform ant I in terview ed , explaining that 
my investigation of life in ja il could  perhaps improve conditions there for 
incarcerated  alcoholics.

Protect the Privacy of Informants

In form an ts h ave a righ t to rem ain  an on ym ou s. Th is righ t should  be resp ected  b oth  
w h ere it h as b een  p rom ised  exp licitly and  w h ere no clear  u n d erstan d in g to  th e 
con trary has b een  reach ed . Th ese str ictu res apply to th e collection  o f  d ata by m ean s 
of cam eras, tap e record ers , and  oth er d ata-gath erin g d evices, as well as to d ata  
collected  in face-to -face  in terview s o r  in p articip an t ob servation . Th ose being stud ied  
should u nd erstan d  th e cap acities o f  su ch  d ev ices; th ey should  be free to re ject th em  
if  th ey w ish ; an d , if th ey accep t  th em , th e resu lts ob tain ed  should  be con son an t with  
the in form an t’s righ t to  w elfare, d ign ity and  p rivacy. D esp ite every  effort being 
made to p reserve an on ym ity it should  be m ad e clear  to in form an ts th at su ch  
an onym ity m ay be com p rom ised  u n in ten tion ally.

(Principles o f  P ro fess iona l R esponsibili t y , 1971, p ara . l ,c .)



Protecting p rivacy extend s far beyond  changing nam es, p laces, and other 
identifying featu res in a final report. Th ese are minimal requ irements of 
anonymity. H ow ever, every ethnographer must realize that field notes can 
becom e public knowledge if subpoenaed  by a cou rt. In doing research  on 
illicit drug u se, one student made lengthy interviews with local drug d ealers.3 
One day she d iscovered  that her primary inform ant’s “ con tact” in the illicit 
marketing system  had been arrested , placing her informant in immediate 
jeop ard y. It becam e apparent that her field notes and transcribed  interviews 
might becom e o f in terest to law enforcem ent officials. She immediately 
eliminated  all names and initials from her field notes. Even  so, it probably 
would have been impossible to p rotect the identity o f her informant unless 
she had taken the fu rther step  of destroying the field notes, an act that may 
well have been an illegal d estru ction o f evid ence. In another case, an 
ethnographer studying a local school system  collected  data about a teacher’s 
strike. A suit betw een the union and the school board  developed  and the 
possibility arose that his field notes would be subpoenaed  by the cou rt. 
Although neither o f these cases m aterialized , each threat placed  the ethnog
raphers in an eth ical d ilemma. One must continually ask“ How can I main
tain the anonymity of my in form ants?” A serious consid eration of this 
eth ical principle might, in some cases, lead  to the selection  of an alternate 
research  p roject. At a minimum, it should mean use o f pseudonyms in both 
field notes and final reports.

Don’t Exploit Informants

Th ere should  be no exp loitation  o f  ind ivid ual in form an ts for p erson al gain . Fair  
retu rn  should  be given  th em  for all serv ices .

(Princip les  o f  P ro fess iona l R esponsibilit y , 1971, p ara. l ,d .)

Personal gain becom es exp loitative when the inform ant gains nothing or 
actually suffers harm from the research . Every ethnographer bears a re
sponsibility to weigh carefu lly what might constitu te a “ fair retu rn” to 
inform ants. In  som e cases they can be paid an hourly wage; in others this 
would insult an informant. Som etim es an informant will gain d irectly from 
the resu lts o f the investigation; this possibility increases to the exten t that 
inform ants have some say in the aims of the research . An ethnography often 
d escribes some part o f an inform ant’s cu ltu re in a way that gives the infor
mant new insight and understanding. A copy of the ethnographic description 
might be fair retu rn to many inform ants. Bu t there are also less d irect ways 
in which a p roject can have value to an inform ant. Stud ents who study the 
cultu re o f the elderly inevitably find that their inform ants relish the oppor
tunity to rem inisce about the past and talk to a younger, interested  listener. 
An obvious value to many inform ants is the opportunity to assist a student in 
learning about another way of life. Even  the simple gain o f participating in a



research p roject can be sufficient reason for many inform ants to talk to an 
ethnographer. Although “ fair retu rn” will vary from one informant to the 
next, the needs of inform ants for some gain from the p roject must not be 
ignored.

Make Reports Available to Informants

In accord an ce  with  th e A ssocia tion ’s gen eral p osition  on  clan d estin e an d  secre t  
research , no rep orts sh ould  be p rovid ed  to sp on sors th at are n ot also availab le to the 
gen eral public an d , w h ere p racticab le , to th e popu lation  stu d ied .

(Principles o f  P ro fess iona l R esponsibilit y , 1971, p ara . l ,g .)

When students in my classes follow  the steps in this book to in terview  an 
informant, I encourage them to make their papers available to their infor
mants. This undoubted ly influences the way in which a report is written. For  
informants who would not und erstand  the report, as in the case o f a first
grade class, an oral p resentation may be in ord er. This princip le does not 
mean we should insist informants read  our rep orts; it does mean that what is 
written for teachers, colleagu es, or the general public, should also be avail
able to informants.

This brief list o f eth ical principles does not exhaust the issu es that will 
arise when doing research . The ethnographer has important responsibilities 
to the public, and to the scholarly com munity. The full statem ent o f P rin ci 
p les  o f  P ro fes s io n a l  R espons ibi l i t y  adopted by the Council o f the Am erican 
Anthropological Association  offers a rich sou rce o f additional principles for 
guiding our d ecision making. Every ethnographer should  study this d ocu 
ment as well as those developed  by other associations involved  in social 
science research .



co P
art T

w
o----------------------------------------

THE DEVELOPMENTAL RESEARCH



This part o f the book is based  on an important assumption: t he bes t  w ay  to 
lea rn  to do  et h n o gra p h y  is by  d o in g it . This assumption has influenced  the 
design of the remainder of this book. Each  chap ter contains the following 
elem ents:

O bject iv es  : A brief statem ent of the learning goals at each particular stage in 
the ethnographic p rocess.

C o n cep t s : A d iscu ssion of the basic concep ts necessary to achieving the 
learning goals at each  particu lar stage.

T a s k s : A specific set o f tasks, which when com pleted  enable one to achieve 
the objectives.

It is no accid ent that each  chap ter title is an activity—“ Locating an In for
m ant,” “ Interview ing an In form an t,”  “ Making an Ethnographic Record ,” 
etc. These activities are steps in the larger Developmental Research  Process. 
They lead  to an original ethnographic d escrip tion.

I cannot em phasize too strongly that each  su ccessive chap ter depends on 
having read  the preced ing chap ter and h a v in g d o n e t he t ask s identified in 
that chap ter. If you  read the remainder o f this book in the same way as the 
first part, it will tend to resu lt in a d istorted  understanding o f ethnographic 
interviewing. In short, each step in Part II is designed  to be d o n e as well as 
re a d .

Finally, I want to remind the read er that Part II focu ses exclusively on 
conducting ethnographic in terview s. This focu s will enable the reader to 
acqu ire a higher degree o f mastery than is possible when using multiple 
research  techniqu es. I also limit the d iscu ssion to interviewing a single 
informant for the same reason. Depending on available time and the read er’s 
background , one can easily com bine the tasks that follow with participant 
observation and interviewing more than one informant.

It is well to keep  in mind from the beginning of a research  p roject that the 
end resu lt will be a written cultural d escrip tion, an  et h o gra p h y . An ethnog
rapher may only d escribe a small segment o f the cu ltu re in a brief article or 
paper for a cou rse in ethnographic research . On the other hand, the ethnog
rapher may end up writing a book or several books to d escribe the culture. In 
Step  Tw elve I will d iscu ss some strategies for writing an ethnography. One 
of the most important ones is to b egin  w rit ing ea rly . The m ajor reason for 
beginning early is that writing, in addition to being an act o f com munication, 
involves a p rocess o f thinking and analyzing. As you write, you will gain 
insights, see relationship s, and generate questions for research . If the 
ethnographer waits until after all the data are collected  to begin writing, it 
will be too late to follow the leads that writing creates. Another reason to 
begin writing early is to simplify the task. Most people contem plate the task 
of writing a thirty-page report as form id able; writing ten three-page reports 
seems much less d ifficult.



In order to facilitate the writing task and make it a part o f the research  
p rocess, I have made a list o f br ief top ics that an ethnographer can write 
about while conducting research . Th ese are listed  separately in Appendix B 
at the end of the book. Each  writing task is designed  to fit in with a p articu lar 
stage of research . I envision a few pages written in a rough draft. Then , when 
you sit down to write the final ethnography, the task will be simplified as you 
revise these brief papers. It may be usefu l to read  Step  Tw elve and review  
the writing tasks in Appendix B before starting the D .R.S. steps.



O B JE C T IV E S
1. To id en tify  the  c h a ra c te ris tic s  of a  g o o d  in form ant.
2. To lo cate  the  b est p o s s ib le  in fo rm ant for lea rn in g  e th n o g ra p h ic  

in te rv iew in g  sk ills  an d  do in g  e th n o g ra p h ic  research .

Although alm ost anyone can becom e an inform ant, not 
everyone makes a good inform ant. The ethnographer- 
informant relationship  is fraught with d ifficulties. One o f the 
great challenges in doing ethnography is to in itiate, develop , 
and maintain a produ ctive inform ant relationship . Carefu l 
planning and sensitivity to your inform ant will take you 
through most o f the rough seas of interviewing. H ow ever, 
successfu l in terview s depend  on so many things it is impos
sible to plan for, or con trol, them all. For  one thing, in ter
views are influenced  by the identity o f both parties. One 
young fem ale ethnographer set out to in terview  an elderly 
man who seemed willing to talk; he proved  to be a poor 
informant becau se he made sexual ad vances during most 
interviews. If a male stud ent had been the ethnographer, the 
relationship might have easily developed  into a productive 
one.

Som etim es unknown asp ects o f the inform ant’s culture 
influence the relationship . One beginning ethnographer set 
out to investigate the cu ltu re o f antique d ealers. She made 
an initial con tact with an eigh ty-year old woman who ran her 
own antique shop. After the first in terview , their relation 
ship began to d eteriorate until finally, in d esperation, she 
asked  the woman why she d idn’t want to answ er any more 
questions. “ You  should be paying me fifteen dollars an hour 
for all th is,’’ the woman said , clearly irritated . “ I ’ve taught 
others before and th at’s what they paid me for what I told 
them .’’ This ethnographer, without knowing it, had encoun 
tered a cu ltural p ractice among antique dealers that becam e 
an unseen barrier to su ccessfu l in terview s. In  some cu l
tu res, tacit rules act as a kind o f taboo on asking questions. 
One student found  his locksm ith  informant relu ctant to talk 
for fear o f revealing trade secrets.

The in teraction o f the personalities o f inform ant and 
ethnographer also has a profound influence on the in ter
views. One assertive, talkative stud ent found  it d ifficult to 
listen to others talk. He located  an informant who worked as 
a tugboat cap tain on the Mississipp i River. This qu iet, unas
suming man willingly agreed  to serve as an informant about
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his life on the river. During the first in terview , the student felt bothered  by 
the long lulls in the conversation  and unwittingly began to fill these gaps by 
talking too much. H e asked  more pointed questions and said things his 
inform ant in terp reted  as being pushy. The interviews went from bad to 
w orse; the tugboat cap tain becam e noticeably uncooperative. Without 
realizing it, the student becam e a threat to his informant who began to feel, 
“ If you know so much, why are you asking m e?” Personality d ifferences 
cannot alw ays be anticip ated . I have contacted  tramps for ethnographic 
in terview s and then, after one or two sessions, found it d ifficult to maintain a 
produ ctive relationship  with them. These same men would have made excel
lent informants for som eone else.

In terview ing informants depends on a clu ster o f in terp ersonal skills. 
These include: asking qu estions, listening instead  o f talking, taking a passive 
rather than an assertive role, exp ressing verbal in terest in the other person, 
and showing in terest by eye con tact and other nonverbal means. Some 
people have acquired  these skills to a greater degree than others; some learn 
them more qu ickly than others. I recall one novice ethnographer who felt 
insecu re about interviewing an urban planner. During the interviews she 
kept thinking about the next question she should  ask and often looked  down 
at a list she had prepared . Each  time she lost eye con tact with her informant, 
he interp reted  it as lack of in terest. She seldom nodded her head or encour
aged her inform ant with such statem ents as, “ Th at’s really in teresting,’’ or 
“ I never realized  urban planners did so m u ch!’’ Although she continued  the 
in terview s, rapport developed  slowly becau se she lacked  this specific skill of 
showing in terest.

During the past ten years I have listened  to hundreds o f students d iscuss 
their relationship s with inform ants. Many o f their d ifficulties resulted  from 
identity d ifferences, cu ltu ral barriers, incom patible personalities, and lack of 
in terpersonal skill. Bu t the most p ersistent problem s cam e from their fa i lu re 
to lo ca t e a go o d  in fo rm a n t . By  “ good ’’ inform ant, I mean someone who can 
assist the novice ethnographer in learning about that inform ant’s culture 
while at the same time learning the interviewing skills. Based  on the experi
ence of undergraduate and graduate stud ents, long d iscu ssions with p rofes
sional ethnographers, and my own ethnographic interviewing, I have iden
tified five minimal requ irem ents for selecting a good informant: (1) thorough 
encu ltu ration, (2) cu rren t involvem ent, (3) an unfamiliar cultural scene, (4) 
ad equate tim e, and (5) nonanalytic. In the field , a skilled  ethnographer uses 
many d ifferent informants and some will not meet these five requ irements. 
Bu t, in ord er to learn to cond uct informant in terview s, it is essential that the 
first inform ants selected  meet all o f these five requ irem ents.



THOROUGH ENCULTURATION

Encu ltu ration is the natural p rocess o f learning a particu lar cu ltu re. Po
tential informants vary in the exten t o f their encu ltu ration: good ones know 
their culture well. Sand y took a jo b  as a cocktail w aitress at Brad y’s Bar. On 
the first night everything seem ed  strange and she had to depend  on others to 
guide her. “ You ’ll work the low er section  and give ord ers at this station ,’’ 
the bartend er told her. “ H ere’s the best way to arrange your tray ,”  a 
waitress exp lained . “ Change goes here, keep  your bills under the ash tray .” 
Late in the evening, the bartend er told  her, “ It ’s time to make last call. 
Check your tables and see if anyone wants another d rink.”  As Sandy 
encountered  new situations and p roblem cu stom ers, the others continued  to 
help encu ltu rate her. “ I had a table of guys like that once; I ju st  ignored  
them .” “ If those jock s give you any trouble, ju st let me know .” As the 
months passed , the number of unfamiliar situations d ecreased . Sand y no 
longer had to think when she took ord ers, repeated  them to the bartend er, or 
made change for cu stom ers. Even  on the bu siest nights her work becam e 
routine. She knew what to an ticip ate; she understood  the language o f this 
cultural scene; she could  even instru ct new girls who becam e w aitresses. 
She had becom e thoroughly encu ltu rated .

As a novice learning the role o f w aitress, Sand y did not know as much 
about this cultu ral scene. She was not able to identify all the range of 
cu stom ers, the kinds o f hassles w aitresses encou ntered , or the pecking ord er 
among bartend ers. She was a good  informant abou t only one thing: t he 
ex p erien ce o f  lea rn in g to b e a co ck t a i l  w a it ress . Bu t this inform ation only 
made sense against the larger pattern o f w aitress cu ltu re. When Sand y 
became thoroughly encu ltu rated  she cou ld  talk about this cu ltu re in detail.

One o f the great advantages (often u nrecognized ) in doing ethnography in 
small, trad itional societies has been that informants were alm ost always 
thoroughly encu ltu rated . Som etim es a marginal person would volu nteer as 
an informant and his or her view o f life might con trast with others in a 
village. Bu t most of the time adults who spoke the native language could  be 
counted  on to know the cu ltu re well. In  com plex societies, with greatly 
increased  com m unication  and m obility, that changes. When ethnographers 
set out to study a cultu ral scen e, they cannot assu me that those they talk 
with actually know the cu ltu re well enough to act as inform ants.

Good informants know their cu ltu re so well they no longer think abou t it. 
They do things au tom atically from years and years of p ractice. The mail 
carrier who has delivered  his rou te for sixteen  years knows every name, 
street, and address so well he can carry on a conversation  while sorting the 
mail. He is thoroughly encu ltu rated . The substitu te carrier who is learning a 
new route is not a good  informant.

Some cultural scenes are learned  through formal instru ction as well as 
informal, on-the-job exp erience. The new policem an goes through an in ten 



sive training program; the pilot attends flight school. Bu t form al instructions 
alone do not constitu te a high level o f encu ltu ration. A good informant is one 
who has had years of informal exp erience as well.

One way to estim ate how thoroughly som eone has learned  a cu ltural scene 
is to determine the length o f time they have been in that scene. I d iscovered  
tramps who were novices as well as those who had becom e veterans. George 
seemed like an exp erienced  tramp; he was in his late sixties. I interviewed 
him several tim es abou t making a flop. He answ ered  many of my questions 
but som etim es seem ed  confused  and frequently admitted his ignorance. 
Finally, after several questions that he cou ld  only partially answ er, he said, 
“ Would  you like to talk to my friend  Bob? I ’ve only been  learning to be a 
tramp for fou r years—since I retired  from the railroad . Bob, h e’s been 
teaching me to be a tram p .” George introduced  me to Bob, a thoroughly 
encu ltu rated  tramp, who becam e an excellen t inform ant. After that, one of 
my first qu estions to a potential inform ant was “ How long have you been a 
tram p ?” or “ How long have you been on the road ?” or “ How long have you 
been making the bu cket in Sea ttle?”

In  general, an informant should have at least a year o f fu ll-time involve
ment in a cu ltural scene. If it is a part-tim e in terest, such as membership in 
the League of Women Voters or a hobby o f collecting beer steins, at least 
three or four years o f involvem ent is need ed . Bu t, these are only minimum 
time periods. The more thoroughly encu ltu rated  an inform ant, the better. A 
man who has worked  for twenty-five years as a railroad  engineer is a better 
choice than one who has been on the jo b  for only two years. A fifth grader 
who has gone through each  grade at her school is a better choice than one 
who transferred  in during the fifth grade.

CURRENT INVOLVEMENT

“ I ’ve found  a great in form ant,”  a student ethnographer told  me one 
afternoon, pleased  to have located  som eone so easily. “ He lives across the 
street and has worked  as a milkman for seventeen  years.” The first few 
interviews progressed  sm oothly, but then she cam e to me with problem s. “ I 
asked  him questions but he makes excu ses and says he can ’t remember. 
When I ask for stories or exam p les, he can ’t think o f an y .”  After several 
minutes o f d iscu ssion, I asked , “ Can you visit his p lace o f work or ride with 
him while he delivers m ilk?” Oh, he d oesn’t work as a milkman now ,” she 
said . “ He changed  jo b s three years ago.” This student had assumed that 
becau se her informant had been  thoroughly encu ltu rated  at one time, it 
d idn’t m atter that he d idn’t cu rrently d eliver milk. H er final descrip tion of 
this cu ltural scene reflected  her in form ant’s lack o f involvem ent.

When people are cu rrently involved  in a cu ltu ral scene, they use their 
knowledge to guide their actions. They review  what they know; they make



interpretations of new even ts; they apply their knowledge to solving every
day problem s. When people stop using some part o f their cultu ral knowl
edge, it becom es less accessible, more difficult to recall. Inform ants who 
leave a cu ltural scene forget the details and can only rem em ber general 
outlines of the activities that went on. Most im portant, they stop speaking 
the language they once used . When asked  about a form er cu ltural scene, 
they may talk about it but do so using term s and phrases from a d ifferent 
scene.

Som etim es leaving a cu ltu ral scene involves a m ajor change in p ersp ec
tive. An informant not cu rrently involved  may greatly d istort that form er 
culture. I encountered  a dramatic exam ple of this possibility not long after 
You O w e Y o u rs el f  a D ru n k  was published . A sociologist sent me an unpub
lished review  of my book he had written. He was sharply critical o f the 
conclusions I had drawn from  my study of tramp cu ltu re. Whereas my 
descrip tion rested  heavily on the language o f tramps, he believed  it was 
inappropriate to accep t their term s, phrases, insights, and definitions. 
“ Drunks are notorious liars and m anip u lators,” he w rote. “ Spradley unfor
tunately takes the lies as facts and bases his conclu sions on th em .” N ear the 
end of the review , after d isagreeing with my report that tramps did not like 
the coercive asp ects o f the ja il, his p ersp ective becam e clear. “ Looking 
back ,” he w rote, “ across my long career as a drunk, I believe I would have 
changed my irresponsible way o f life much earlier had I been forced  to .” 
Even though this person once lived and traveled  like many tramps do, he had 
left that way o f life and now saw it in a very d ifferent light.

The ethnographer must look closely at the k ind  o f cu rrent involvem ent a 
potential informant has. I met several men who had been tramps and were 
presently involved  in trying to help tramps. Bu t these potential informants 
now consid ered  them selves to be “ recovered  a lcoh olics;” they had taken 
jobs as cou nselors in alcoholic treatm ent cen ters. Although they spent a 
great deal of time with tram ps, the tramp way o f life was no t  part o f their 
present selves; it was a cu ltu ral scene they rejected .

In a similar sense, a young teach er a few  years out o f high school is not a 
good informant for the student cu ltu re. And a college student who lives in a 
dormitory cannot act as a good informant on the cu ltu re of women who work 
as maids cleaning the same dormitory. Individuals who live and work in 
close proximity often  believe they share the same way o f looking at the 
world. The ethnographer wants to interview people who have exp ert knowl
edge, informants who have a first-hand , cu rrent involvem ent in the cu ltural 
scene.

AN UNFAMILIAR CULTURAL SCENE

As I said earlier, much o f our cu ltu ral knowledge is tacit, taken for 
granted, and outside our aw areness. When ethnographers study unfamiliar



cu ltu res, this unfamiliarity keeps them  from taking things for granted. It 
makes them sensitive to things that have becom e so com m onplace to infor
mants that they ignore them . For  this reason , many ethnographers begin 
their ethnographic stud ies on cu ltu res very d ifferent from  their own. The 
most produ ctive relationship  occu rs betw een a thoroughly enculturated  in
form ant and a thoroughly un  encu ltu rated  ethnographer.

In  urban society, some cu ltu ral scenes are com pletely known to the 
ethnographer; others appear strange and exotic. Scen es range from those 
shared  with family members or close friend s all the way to immigrants who 
continue trad itional cu stom s and speak a foreign language. An experienced  
ethnographer with adequate time for research  can select informants any
where along this continuum. H ow ever, if you  set out to learn to do ethnog
raphy following the steps in this book, it is another matter. When d ifferences 
becom e too great, the field work problems can becom e overwhelming. Such 
is the case if you select som eone who only speaks a foreign language you 
d on’t und erstand . When d ifferences are not great enough, other problems 
em erge.

In  the first p lace, when researching a fam iliar cu ltural scene, the language 
d ifferences seem  to be slight and are easily overlooked . I knew less about 
tramp culture than Brad y’s Bar  which attracted  mostly college students. 
When my tramp informants started  using strange term s like m ission s t i f fs , 
a ired a les , d in gs , n o s e d iv ers  and m a k in g a f ri s co  ci rcl e , they immediately 
caught my attention. When w aitresses, on the other hand , talked  o f em ploy 
ers , cu s t o m ers , j o ck s , b u s in es s m en , and b o u n cers , the terms did not catch  
my attention. Research  at Brad y’s Bar  took a great deal more careful 
analysis to d iscover its social organization.

The second  problem  that com es from studying a fam iliar cu ltural scene is 
that the analysis o f field data becom es more difficult. I recall one beginning 
ethnographer, a physical ed ucation m ajor, who against my advice chose a 
member of the swim team  as an inform ant. “ I’m not a sw im m er,” he said. “ I 
know hard ly anything about the swim team .” Bu t soon he brought in his field 
notes with the common complaint: “ I can ’t find anything in what my infor
mant says. There are d ifferent kinds o f strokes and things they do at swim 
m eets, but not much else .” Looking at his field notes I qu ickly saw things he 
had missed  becau se they were so familiar to him. Later , when he had 
com pleted  his study, the cu ltu ral d escrip tion was superficial and offered  few 
insights. This student lived too close to the cu ltu re he had studied to really 
understand  it. He took too much for granted  becau se it was part o f his own 
cu ltural knowledge.

Finally, an inform ant from a fam iliar cu ltu ral scene creates problems for 
interviewing. At the same time you study an in form ant’s cu ltu re, your 
informant is gathering inform ation about what you know. If informants 
believe your background has already taught you the answ er to your own 
qu estions, they will feel you are asking dumb questions and that you may be



trying to test them in some way. When informants believe you are really 
ignorant, that you don’t know anything abou t their way of life, these prob
lems do not arise.

Many ethnographers do study familiar cu ltu res. Anthony Wallace, an 
anthropologist, even used  h im self as an informant and produced  an outstand 
ing cultural d escrip tion  o f driving an au tom obile.1 Je ff N ash, a long-d istance 
runner, has written about the cultu re o f d istance runners with great insight.2 
Bu t, if you are starting out to learn informant interview ing, you can eliminate 
many difficulties by finding som eone who knows about a cu ltu ral scene that 
is unfamiliar to you.

ADEQUATE TIME

The approach presented  in this book requ ires a series of ethnographic 
interviews in terspersed  with carefu l analysis. At a minimum, it will take six 
to seven one-hour in terview s, so it is important to estim ate whether a poten 
tial informant has adequate time to particip ate. The willingness or lack o f it 
exhibited  by a potential informant does not alw ays give a good clue to 
whether that person has ad equate time.

One student, a ju n ior anthropology m ajor, wanted to study the cultu ral 
scene of execu tives, so she approached  a d irector for the N orthern States 
Power Company. He seem ed  willing and in terested  but from the start she 
found it d ifficult to sched ule appointments. When she phoned , she cou ld n’t 
reach him; when she did, she had to sched ule appointments far in ad vance 
and even then, he occasionally cancelled . Inad equate time for interviews 
continued to create p roblems throughout the p roject. Another student se
lected  an informant who lived in a high-rise apartment for the eld erly. She 
was seventy-five years old and spent her time visiting with friend s, read ing, 
and painting. She was available w henever this student wanted  to sched ule an 
interview and often  invited  him for tea and a visit.

Children usually make good informants and they have adequate free time. 
One ethnographer con tacted  a first-grade boy and in terviewed him about his 
matchbox car collection . H er informant was eager to talk w henever she 
came and even brought his friend s along who contribu ted  im portant infor
mation. She not only carried  out a sufficient number of in terview s, but often 
observed  her inform ants playing m atchbox ca rs.3

Most of my informants among skid row men were confined  to an alco
holism treatm ent cen ter and had a great deal o f free time. In terview s helped 
to break the monotony o f incarceration. Bu t when these informants went 
back to skid row they were bu sy trying “ to make it” ; they had much less 
time for interviews. Fu rtherm ore, their mobile style of life meant I never 
knew if I would see the same informant again.

In estimating the amount o f time som eone might give to in terview s, it is



well to keep  in mind that a busy inform ant keenly in terested  in the p roject 
will often m a k e tim e. Becau se interviews involve the informant as an expert 
w itness, they generate consid erable enthusiasm. When one student decided 
to interview  a college maid who had worked  cleaning dorm itories and cam 
pus houses for many years, this woman d idn’t know if she would have 
enough information to help him. Bu t once in the role of informant, she 
realized  that this stud ent actually wanted  her to teach  him about her work. 
She grew excited  about the interviews and gave freely o f her tim e.4 Som e
times a bu sy inform ant can  be in terviewed  on the jo b , thus reducing the 
amount o f extra time requ ired . When the student interviewed  the execu tive 
from the power com pany, she partially resolved  the d ifficulties by traveling 
with him as he visited  plants under his supervision.

One solution to the problem  o f inad equate time is to use t a n d em  in for
m a n t s , A beginning ethnographer approached  a young salesman in Len ’s 
Cam era Store and he agreed  to becom e an inform ant. Bu t soon it became 
d ifficult to sched u le in terview s, so this ethnographer asked , “ Could you 
suggest som eone else I could  talk to ?” His inform ant introduced  him to 
another salesman who had more time and also more exp erience. Without 
repeating the first steps in the interview  series, he began where he had left off 
with the first informant. I have known others who com pleted  a series of 
ethnographic in terview s by using several inform ants in tandem. This re
quired carefu l selection  to insure that each  inform ant shared  the same 
cultural scene. If you select the p resident o f a local company for interviews, 
it will be im possible to utilize additional inform ants since only one person 
fills that role. A mem ber o f a hot air  balloon clu b, on the other hand, does not 
p resent such limitations; other members could  also serve as informants.

In consid ering potential in form ants, then, high priority should be given to 
som eone who has adequate time for the research . This criteria can be 
ignored if you select som eone who will make time becau se o f their in terest in 
the p roject. If neither o f these criteria can be m et, select t t e  kind of cultural 
scene in which you can easily con tact and in terview  a series of d ifferent 
persons who share the same knowledge.

NONANALYTIC

Some inform ants use their language to d escribe events and actions with 
almost no analysis o f their meaning or significance. Other informants offer 
insightful analyses and interp retations o f events from the perspective of the 
native “ folk th eory .”  Both  can make excellen t inform ants.

H ow ever, there is one type of analytic informant that is best avoided . An 
example will make clear the kind o f analysis which can make interviewing 
difficult. My first encou nter with this type of informant cam e unexpected ly. I 
had interviewed numerous tramps and was constan tly on the lookou t for



new informants who could  talk abou t “ making the bu cket” in Seattle. Each  
week new patients from the city ja il arrived  at the treatm ent cen ter  and I 
reviewed their arrest record s. Anyone arrested  fifty to one hundred tim es 
suggested a man who could  talk with au thority abou t the ja il. “ You  can ’t be 
a tramp if you don’t make the bu cket,” I had learned  from more than one 
informant.

Bob Johnson  had a long arrest record . He had spent the last fou r years on 
skid row in Seattle, a good  part o f that time going through the revolving door 
of the ja il. Bu t something else struck me about Bob: he was a graduate o f 
Harvard  University and had gone on to do some graduate work in an
thropology. I immediately contacted  him and he agreed  to an interview . His 
knowledge of life in the Seattle City Ja il was detailed  and cu rren t. I becam e 
excited  about the possibilities o f working with Bob as a key inform ant and at 
the end of our first in terview  I asked  for his assistance.

“ Could you think about the men who are at this cen ter ,” I said , “ and next 
week we can talk about the d ifferent k inds  o f men who are arrested  and sent 
to the cen ter .”

On my next visit to the treatm ent cen ter I invited  Bob into my office. We 
chatted  casually for  a few  minutes, then I started  asking him som e ethno
graphic qu estions. “ What kind o f men go through the Seattle City Ja il and end 
up at this alcoholism  treatm ent cen ter?” I asked . “ I ’ve been thinking about 
the men who are h ere,”  Bob said thoughtfully. “ I would divide them up first 
in terms of race. There are N egroes, Ind ians, Cau casians, and a few  Eskim o. 
N ext I think I would divide them on the basis o f their ed ucation. Som e have 
almost none, a few have some college. Then some of the men are married  
and some are single.”  For  the next fifteen minutes he p roceed ed  to give me 
the standard analytic categories that many social scien tists use.

“ Have you ever heard  men referred  to as tram p s?” I asked . From  numer
ous informants I knew this identity was the most important. “ Oh, y es,” Bob 
said, “ some guys use that term .”

“ Are there d ifferent kinds o f tram p s?” I asked .
“ I suppose so, but I ’m not up on what they would b e .” Bob then p ro

ceeded  to talk about in telligence, ed u cation, race, and other categories that 
usually in terested  social scien tists. In  later interviews Bob tended  to analyze 
the motives men had for drinking and other behavior, but his analysis always 
reflected  his background in college. He had great d ifficulty recalling how 
most other tramps would refer to things.

The ethnographer wants to d iscover patterns o f meaning in what an 
informant says. This requ ires constan t analy sis  o f u tterances, taking them 
apart to find the tacit relationship s and patterns. Som e inform ants can assist 
in analyzing their own cu ltu re—provided  it is always from the p erspective of 
the insider. In  our society, many persons draw from psychology and the 
social sciences to analyze their own behavior. They mistakenly believe they 
can assist the ethnographer by offering these analytic insights. Such individ



uals make poor inform ants for the novice ethnographer. Even  the experi
enced  in terview er must take sp ecial p recau tions such as using frequent 
“ native language qu estions.”

One stud ent, a ju n ior majoring in p sychology, decided  to study the culture 
of clin ical p sychologists. He approached  som eone who agreed  to serve as an 
informant. Bu t soon he d iscovered  it was alm ost impossible for his informant 
to talk in his native language, the way he would talk to o t h er p sy ch o lo gis t s . 
Instead , he constan tly in terp reted , analyzed , and exp lained  to the student 
what psychologists are supposed  to do.

Inform ants who are sophisticated  in the social scien ces can learn to re
spond to questions in a nonanalytic fashion. In  studying cocktail waitresses, 
I collaborated  with Brend a Mann who worked  as a waitress during the 
study and served  as a primary informant. She managed  to set aside her social 
science background and respond from the p ersp ective of Brad y’s Bar. In 
general, the beginning ethnographer will do well to locate informants who do 
not analyze their own cu ltu re from an ou tsid er’s p ersp ective.

These criteria do not exhau st the ones that will make a good informant. 
H ow ever, if these criteria are met, the beginning ethnographer will eliminate 
some o f the most vexing p roblems of learning to cond uct ethnographic 
in terview s. Having identified  these general ch aracteristics, we are now 
read y to undertake those tasks that will result in locating a good informant.

Tasks
1.1. Make a list of potential informants (or cultural scenes). (A beginning 

ethnographer seeking a scene to study should list 40-50 possibilities.)
1.2. Identify five or six of the most likely informants (or cultural scenes).
1.3. Compare this list of potential informants on the five minimal require 

ments for a good informant. Place the selections in rank order.



O B JE C T IV E S
1. To id en tify  the b a s ic  e le m e n ts  in th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  in terv iew .
2. To fo rm u la te  a n d  use se v e ra l k inds of e th n o g ra p h ic  e x p la n a  

tions.
3. To c o n d u c t a  p ra c tic e  in te rv iew .

An ethnographic interview  is a particu lar kind o f s p eech  
ev en t .1 Every cu ltu re has many social occasions identified 
primarily by the kind o f talking that takes p lace; I refer to 
these as speech  events. In  our society m ost o f us qu ickly 
recognize when som eone gives us a s a les  p i t ch  for  a used 
car or a set o f encyclop ed ias. We recognize Johnny Car
son’s m o n o lo gu e on the Tonight Show . We can easily tell 
the d ifference betw een a l ect u re , a j o b  in t erv iew , or a 

f rien d ly  co n v ers a t io n . Many of the cu es to d istinguish 
among these speech  events remain outside our aw areness, 
but we use them nonetheless. All speech events have cu l
tural ru les for beginning, end ing, taking tu rns, asking qu es
tions, pausing, and even how close to stand to other peop le. 
In order to clarify the ethnographic in terview , I want to 
compare it with a more fam iliar speech  even t, the friend ly 
conversation.

THE FRIENDLY CONVERSATION

Let’s consid er a brief exam ple o f a friend ly conversation 
betw een two bu sinessm en. Then we can identify some of 
the featu res of this speech  event. Fred  and Bob have known 
each other since college d ays; they live in the same city and 
see each other occasionally at the Rotary Club. It has been 
several months since they have talked . This conversation 
takes p lace in a large department store where they have by 
chance encountered  one another.

b o b : “ Hi Fred ! H ow  are  y o u ?”  (Bob  exten d s h is hand  while Fred  
hurried ly sh ifts a p ack age to h is left hand  so he can  resp on d .) 

f r e d : “ Fin e. I t’s good  to see y o u .”  (A firm h an d sh ak e is now  
u n d erw ay, on e th at goes on  for several secon d s as th ey con tin u e  
to talk .)

b o b : “ H o w ’s th e fam ily? 1 h aven ’t seen  you  sin ce M arch . Did you  
have a good  su m m er?”

f r e d : “ T h ey’re all doin g fine. Jean  ju s t  left fo r  college a few  w eek s 
ag o .”
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b o b : “ T h at’s righ t! H ow  d oes it feel to  h ave you r old est gon e? H ard ly seem s 
p ossib le. Billy’s talk ing ab ou t th e Un iversity o f  N orth  Carolin a for n ext y e a r .”  

f r e d : “ Did you  h ave a good  su m m er?”
b o b : “ Well th ings w ere p retty  h ectic at th e office. W e did get aw ay for a cou p le 

w eek s to  th e Sm ok ies. Th en  Barb ara  and  I had  a  long w eek en d  up in D .C .”  
f r e d : “ Th e Sm ok ies? Th at sou nd s grea t. W e’ve n ever b een  to th at p art o f the 

co u n t ry .”
b o b : “ It w as b eau tifu l. Bu t hot in Au gu st. We cam p ed  ou t for p art o f  the tim e. If  we 

go again  I think  w e’d try  to m ak e it in Sep tem b er, m ayb e even  after th e leaves have 
started  to tu rn . H ow  ab ou t you ? Did you  get a w ay ?”  

f r e d : “ Ye s , w e sp en t th ree w eek s in Ju ly up in W iscon sin .”  
b o b : “ Really! W h ere did you  s ta y ?”
f r e d : “ Ren ted  a  cab in  up in th e n orth w est co m e r  o f  th e s ta te . Did a  lot o f  fishing. 

Best tim e w as can oein g on  th e Bru le River— n ice rap id s, bu t n ot too much  for the 
k id s. H ad  to ren t tw o can oes , but w e sp en t several d ays doing th at r iver .”  

b o b : “ W h at k ind o f  fish did you  g e t?”
f r e d : “ Bass , m ostly , and  panfish . Joh n  cau gh t a m u sk y and  I think  I had  a north ern  

pike on  my line bu t he got aw a y .”  
b o b : “ S ay , h ow  are th ings at th e com p an y?”
f r e d : “ In  M ay Al w as tran sferred  to Fo r t  Lau d erd ale an d  th at took  a lot o f  p ressu re 

off. And  sin ce th en  sales h ave b een  up , too . H ad  a  really p rod u ctive w eek  in early 
Ju n e— all th e field men  cam e in and  I th in k  th at h elp ed . H ow  ab ou t you , still 
th ink ing o f  a  t ran sfe r?”

b o b : “ Well, th ey k eep  talk ing ab ou t it. I ’ve told  th em  I ’d rath er w ait till Danny 
fin ishes high sch ool, bu t I d on ’t think  I cou ld  tu rn  d ow n  a  regional if it cam e  
alon g .”

f r e d : “ Lo o k , I ’ve got to  m eet Joan  up  th e street in a  few  m in u tes; I ’d b e tte rb e  off. It 
was really good  to see y o u .”

b o b : “ Yeah , le t ’s get togeth er som etim e. I k now  Barb ara  w ou ld  love to see Jo a n .”  
f r e d : “ O .K . Sou n d s good . Tak e it easy  n ow .”  
b o b : “ Y o u  too . H ave a good  d a y .”

It is not d ifficult to recognize this exchange betw een Fred  and Bob as a 
friend ly conversation  rather than a lectu re, a sales p resentation, or an 
interview for em ployment. The greeting, the casual nature of the encounter, 
the speech  acts they u sed , and certain  cu ltural ru les they follow ed , all clearly 
define this speech event as a friend ly conversation. In  this example we can 
see at least the following elem ents:

1. G reet in gs . “ H i” and “ It ’s good  to see you ,” as well as the questions, 
serve as verbal markers to start the conversation. Physical con tact exp resses 
their friend ship . When such people m eet, they alm ost never begin talking 
without some form of greeting, usually both verbal and nonverbal. Some 
physical con tact frequently em phasizes the closeness of their relationship.

2. L a ck  o f  exp lici t  p u rp o s e. Peop le engaging in friendly conversations 
d on’t have an agenda to cover, at least not an exp licit one. They almost 
never say, “ Le t ’s talk abou t the vacations we each  took this sum m er,” or “ I



want to ask you some qu estions about your w ork.” They d on’t care where 
they are going in the talk as long as they g e t  s o m ew h ere . Eith er person can 
bring up a wide range of top ics; either person can signal they want to change 
the su bject; either person can end the conversation. Both  parties know the 
rules that make for this kind o f pu rp oselessness and flexibility.

3. A v o id in g rep et i t i o n . One o f the clearest ru les in friend ly conversations 
is to avoid repetition. Friend s will often say things like “ Did I tell you about 
Al Sand ers?” or “ Have I told  you about our sum m er?” This allow s the 
other person to save us from  the em barrassm ent o f repeating ourselves 
without knowing it. Both  friends assume that once something has been asked  
or stated , repetition becom es u nnecessary. Repetition  in the same conver
sation is especially avoided . We d on’t say, “ Could you clarify what you said 
by going over it again?” This assumption, that it is good to avoid repetition, 
is not part o f the inform ant interview .

4. A s k in g q u es t i o n s . Both  Bob and Fred  made inquiries about the other 
person. “ H ow’s the fam ily?” “ Did you have a good sum m er?” These 
questions allow them each  to talk abou t personal m atters; they also make it 
appropriate for the other person to ask similar kinds o f questions in return. 
None of the questions requ ired  a lengthy answ er, though some did elicit 
descriptions o f their exp eriences.

5. E x p res s i n g  i n t eres t . The questions them selves ind icated  in terest in the 
other person. Bu t both  went beyond  this to make statem ents like “ That 
sounds great” and “ Really!” Und oubted ly, friend ly conversations are al
most always filled with exp ressions o f nonverbal in terest. Frequ ent sm iles, 
listening with eye con tact, and various body postu res all say, “ I find what 
you’re talking about very in teresting, keep talking.”

6. E x p res s i n g  i g n o ra n ce . Peop le who repeat things we already know are 
considered  bores. One way to p rotect friends from  boring us or repeating 
themselves is to give messages that say, “ Go on, I ’m not bored , you ’re not 
telling me something I already know .” These messages fu nction in the same 
way as asking questions and expressing in terest. “ W e’ve never been to that 
part o f the cou ntry” is an exp ression  of ignorance and an important means 
to encourage the other person to go on talking.

7. T a k in g t u rn s . An im plicit cu ltural rule for friend ly conversations, turn 
taking helps keep the encou nter balanced . We all have experienced  viola
tions of this rule and know how it leads to a sense o f uneasiness or even 
anger. In other speech even ts, such as a sales p resentation or in terview , 
people do not take turns in the same way. Turn taking in friend ly conversa
tions allows people to ask each  other the same kind o f qu estions, such as 
“ What did you do this sum m er?”

8. A b b rev i a t i n g . Friend ly conversations are filled with references that 
hint at things or only give partial inform ation. It is as if both parties are 
seeking an econom y of words; they avoid  filling in all the details on the 
assumption that the other person will fill them in. This assumption lead s to



abbreviated  talk that is extrem ely d ifficult for outsiders to understand . 
Long-tim e friends have com e to share a vast number o f exp eriences and can 
fill in much o f what is left unstated . They find it unnecessary to make exp licit 
many o f their meanings; the other person und erstands. Al Sand ers refers to 
the name of Fred ’s boss. The “ trou ble” occu rred  when Al threatened  to fire 
Fred  from  his jo b  as sales manager if he didn’t increase each salesm an’s 
qu ota, something an outsider would not know. Bob does not need to say, 
“ You  really mean that Al, the Vice Presid ent for sales, had called  you in four 
tim es to talk abou t quotas and was putting pressu re on you to put pressure 
on the sales force, something you were relu ctant to d o .” A ch ief charac
teristic o f this kind o f conversation, then, is leaving out details that you think 
the other person will know without fu rther exp lanation.

9. P a u s in g. Another elem ent is the brief periods of silence when neither 
person feels it necessary to talk. The length o f the silence depends on many 
personal factors. Pauses may function to ind icate the parties wish to d iscon 
tinue talking; they may be thinking in ord er to answ er a question; they may 
wish to change the top ic o f conversation.

10. L ea v e t ak ing. Friend ly conversations never stop  without some verbal 
ritual that says “ The en d .” The parties must accou n t for what they intend to 
do— stop  talking. They must give some socially accep table reason for end
ing. Su ch  rituals are never d irect excep t with very close friend s. For exam 
ple, we d on’t usually say, “ I d on’t want to talk any m ore.” Leave taking 
often occu rs ju st  before actual physical sep aration when the parties will not 
be able to talk fu rther. H ow ever, som etim es they do remain together, as 
when friends ride the same bu s; then the verbal leave taking might be “ I ’m 
going to catch  40 w inks” or “ I think I ’ll read a lit t le.”

There are other featu res of friend ly conversations we could  examine in 
this exam p le. H ow ever, for understanding the ethnographic interview, these 
are su fficient to make the com parison.

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC INTERVIEW

When we exam ine the ethnographic interview  as a speech  event, we see 
that it shares many featu res with the friend ly conversation. In fact, skilled 
ethnographers often gather most o f their data through participant observa
tion and many casu al, friendly conversations. They may interview people 
without their aw areness, merely carrying on a friend ly conversation while 
introducing a few  ethnographic questions.

It is best to think o f ethnographic interviews as a series o f friendly 
conversations into which the researcher slowly introduces new elements to 
assist informants to respond as inform ants. Exclu sive use of these new 
et h n o gra p h ic el em en t s , or introducing them too qu ickly, will make inter
views becom e like a formal interrogation. Rapport will evap orate, and in



formants may d iscontinue their coop eration. At any time during an in terview  
it is possible to shift back to a friendly conversation. A few  minutes of 
easygoing talk in terspersed  here and there throughout the interview will pay 
enormous d ividends in rapport.

The three most important ethnographic elem ents are its ex p l i ci t  p u rp o s e , 
et h n o gra p h i c ex p l a n a t i o n s , and et h n o gra p h i c  q u es t i o n s .

1. Ex p l ici t  p u rp o s e . When an ethnographer and informant meet together 
for an interview, both realize that the talking is supposed to go som ew here. 
The informant only has a hazy idea about this pu rpose; the ethnographer 
must make it clear. Each  time they meet it is necessary to remind the 
informant where the interview  is to go. Becau se ethnographic interviews 
involve purpose and d irection, they will tend to be more form al than friendly 
conversations. Without being au thoritarian, the ethnographer gradually 
takes more control o f the talking, d irecting it in those channels that lead to 
d iscovering the cultural knowledge o f the informant.

2. E t h n o gra p h i c  ex p la n a t io n s . From  the first encou nter until the last 
interview, the ethnographer must repeated ly offer exp lanations to the infor
mant. While learning an inform ant’s cu ltu re, the informant also learns som e
thing—to becom e a teacher. Exp lanations facilitate this p rocess. There are 
five types of exp lanations used repeated ly.

a. P ro j ect  ex p la n a t io n s . These include the most general statem ents about 
what the p roject is all abou t. The ethnographer must translate the goal of 
doing ethnography and eliciting an in form ant’s cultural knowledge into 
terms the informant will und erstand . “ I a m  interested  in you r occu pation. 
I ’d like to talk to you about what beau ticians d o .” Later  one might be more 
specific: “ I want to know how beau ticians talk abou t what they do, how they 
see their work, their cu stom ers, them selves. I want to study beau ticians 
from your point o f view .”

b. R eco rd i n g  ex p la n a t io n s . These include all statem ents about writing 
things down and reasons for tape record ing the in terview s. “ I ’d like to write 
some of this d ow n,” or “ I ’d like to tape record  our interview so I can  go 
over it later; would that be O K?”

c. N a t iv e l a n g u a g e  ex p la n a t io n s . Since the goal of ethnography is to 
describe a cultu re in its own term s, the ethnographer seeks to encourage 
informants to speak in the same way they would talk to others in t h ei r 
cu l t u ra l  s c e n e . These exp lanations remind informants n o t  to use their trans
lation com p etence. They take several forms and must be repeated  frequently 
throughout the en tire p roject. A typical native language exp lanation might 
be, “ If you were talking to a cu stom er, what would you say?”

d. In t erv iew  ex p la n a t io n s . Slow ly, over the weeks of interviewing, most 
informants becom e exp ert at providing the ethnographer with cu ltural in
form ation. One can then depart more and more from the friendly conversa
tion model until finally it is possible to ask informants to perform tasks such 
as drawing a map or sorting terms written on card s. At those tim es it



becom es necessary to offer an exp lanation for the type o f interview  that will 
take p lace. “ Tod ay I ’d like to ask you some d ifferent kinds o f questions. I ’ve 
written some term s on card s and I ’d like to have you tell me which ones are 
alike or d ifferent. After that we can do the same for other term s.’’ This kind 
o f interview  exp lanation helps inform ants know what to exp ect and to accep t 
a greater form ality in the in terview .

e. Q uest ion  ex p la n a t io n s . The ethnographer’s main tools for d iscovering 
another p erson’s cu ltural knowledge is the ethnographic question. Since 
there are many d ifferent kind s, it is im portant to exp lain them as they are 
used . “ I want to ask you a d ifferent type of qu estion ,’’ may suffice in some 
cases. At other times it is necessary to provide a more detailed  explanation 
o f what is going on.

3. Et h n o gra p h ic qu es t io n s . Throughout this book I have identified more 
than thirty kinds of ethnographic questions (Append ix A). They will be 
introduced  by stages; it is not necessary to learn all o f them at once. The 
design o f this book allow s a person to m aster one form  of ethnographic 
question and make it a part o f their in terview s; then the next form will be 
presented  and exp lained . For now, I only want to identify the three main 
types and explain their fu nction.

a. D escrip t iv e qu es t io n s . This type enables a person to collect an ongoing 
sample o f an inform ant’s language. Descrip tive questions are the easiest to 
ask and they are used in all in terview s. H ere’s an example: “ Could you tell 
me what you do at the office?’’ or “ Could you d escribe the conference you 
attend ed ?’’

b. S t ru ct u ra l  qu es t io n s . These qu estions enable the ethnographer to dis
cover information about d o m a in s , the basic units in an inform ant’s cultural 
knowledge. They allow us to find out how  inform ants have organized  their 
knowledge. Exam p les o f structu ral questions are: “ What are all the d ifferent 
kinds of fish you caught on vacation?’’ and “ What are all the stages in 
getting transferred  in you r com p any?’’ Structu ral questions are often re
peated , so that if an informant identified six types o f activities, the ethnog
rapher might ask, “ Can you think of any other kind o f activities you would 
do as a beau tician?’’

c. Co n t ra s t  qu es t io n s . The ethnographer wants to find out what an infor
mant m ea n s  by the various terms used in his native language. Later  I will 
d iscuss how meaning em erges from the con trasts implicit in any language. 
Contrast questions enable the ethnographer to d iscover the d imensions of 
meaning which informants employ to d istinguish the objects and events in 
their world. A typical contrast question would be, “ What’s the d ifference 
betw een a ba ss  and a n o rt h ern  p i k e V ’

Let’s turn now to an exam ple o f an ethnographic interview  based  on my 
own research  on the cultu re o f cocktail w aitresses in a college bar. This 
exam ple gives an overview  of all three types o f questions to be d iscussed  in





later steps where I begin with d escrip tive qu estions, then move on to 
structural qu estions, and finally con trast qu estions.

ETHNO G RAPH IC IN T E R V IE W  
e t h n o g r a p h e r : H i, Pam . H ow  are  

you ?
p a m : G ood . H ow  are th ings with  you ? 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Fin e. H ow ’s sch ool 

going?
p a m : Pretty  slow ; th ings are ju st  getting  

started  in m ost classes . 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : I ’m really glad  you  

could  talk  to me tod ay. 
p a m : Well, I ’m not su re if I can  help  

you . I ju st d on ’t k now  w h at you  w an t 
to know .

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, as I told  you  on  
the p h on e, I ’m in terested  in u n d er
standing you r w ork  as a cock tail  
w aitress. Yo u ’ve had  quite a b it of  
exp erien ce, h aven ’t you ? 

p a m : Oh , yes! (lau gh s) Bu t I d on ’t 
know if th at qualifies me to tell you  
very m u ch .

e t h n o g r a p h e r : H o w  did you  get the 
job  at Brad y ’s Bar? 

p a m : Well, it w as Ju ly , a  cou p le years  
ago. I d id n ’t h ave an y w aitress e x
p erien ce b efore. It w as really a fluke 
th at I got th e job  at all. I w en t to  
Brad y’s one n ight with  som e frien ds 
and  th ey b et m e I cou ld n ’t get a job  
so I ju st w alked  up to th e b arten d er  
and  ask ed  for it and  I got it! Started  
the very n ext w eek . I ’ve on ly w orked  
p art time during sch ool but full tim e 
during the su m m er. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Y o u  k n ow , Pam , I ’ve 
seen  w aitresses work in g in b ars and  
restau ran ts, bu t as a cu stom er. I ’m  
sure my im p ression s o f  w h at th ey do 
is far d ifferen t from  th e w ay th at 
w aitresses see th e sam e th in gs. D on ’t 
you  think  th a t’s tru e? 

p a m : Oh , yes! Very d ifferen t. I found  
th at ou t wh en  I started .

ANALYSIS
G reet in gs . Th is exch an ge o f  q u estion s 
an d  w ord s like “ H i ,” is a bit m ore for
mal th an  w h at might o ccu r  b etw een  
close frien d s.

Giv ing et hnograph ic explanat ions. 
This begins h ere in recogn izin g th ey are  
goin g to “ ta lk .”  Pam  exp resses  d oub ts  
ab ou t h er ab ility; she is unsu re of th e 
p u rp ose of th e in terview .

A sk ing friend ly  quest ion . Th is is not 
strictly an  eth n ograp h ic q u estion , but 
on e th at might be ask ed  in a frien d ly  
con versation . It d oes p rovid e in form a
tion  an d  help s relax th e in form an t.

Exp ress in g cult ural ign o ra nce. Th is  
can  be d one in m an y w ays. H ere th e 
eth n ograp h er p laces h im self in th e p o
sition  o f  seein g w aitresses bu t not  
k now ing w h at th eir w ork  is like. This 
p aves th e w ay for an  eth n ograp h ic e x
p lan ation . The eth n ograp h er ask s th e 
in form an t to  agree th at th e eth n og
rap h er is t ruly  ign oran t.



e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, let me explain 
what I'm interested in. I would like 
to find out what it's like to work as a 
waitress. I guess what 1 want to 
know is if I got a job at Brady's Bar 
and worked there for a year or two, 
how would 1 see things? What would 
I have to know to do a good job and 
survive and make sense out of what 
goes on? I'd like to know what you 
do each night, the problems you 
have, just everything that goes into 
being a cocktail waitress.

p a m : Well, I could tell you some things, 
but I'm not sure I can answer all your 
questions.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, let me begin 
with a simple question. I’ve never 
been to Brady's Bar and I don’t 
know what takes place there on a 
typical night. Even when I’ve been to 
other bars, it’s usually for an hour or 
so, never an entire evening as a wait
ress would spend. Could you start at 
the beginning of an evening, say a 
typical night at Brady’s Bar, and de
scribe to me what goes on? Like, 
what do you do when you first arrive, 
then what do you do next? What are 
some of the things you would have to 
do on most nights, and then go on 
through the evening right up until 
you walk out the door and leave the 
bar?

p a m : Well, first I should say that 
there's no typical night at Brady’s.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, that's fine, just 
go through any night and tell me what 
you think might usually happen.

P am : It depends if I go on at 7 or 9 
o’clock. I usually start at 9, at least 
lately.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : O.K. Why don’t you 
tell me what you would usually do, 
from the beginning of the evening at 9 
o’clock when you come in, until the 
end when you go home.

Giv ing et hnograph ic explanat ions. He 
conveys the nature of the project with
out using technical terms like cul
ture, ethnography, science, or cultural 
knowledge. It is put in everyday lan
guage that the informant will under
stand. Another important ethnographic 
element here is repea t ing. In several 
different ways the project explanation 
is repeated.

A sk ing et hnograph ic quest ions. Before 
asking, he states that he is going to ask 
one, thus preparing the informant. 
Then, repea t ing occurs in which the 
ethnographer asks the question in sev
eral different ways.
Exp ress in g cult ural ignorance prefaces 
the repetition of questions.
A sk ing descrip t iv e quest ions. This is a 
special kind of descriptive question 
called a "grand tour question.’’ It is 
asked, not in a simple statement, but 
with repeated phrases, expanding on 
the basic question. Expanding allows 
the informant time to think, to prepare 
her answer.

Pam’s response gives the ethnographer 
an opportunity to repea t  the grand tour 
question, thus giving Pam more time to 
think.

Pam’s short answer gives the ethnog
rapher another chance for repeating the 
descriptive question.



p a m : I usually get there at about 8:45. 
I'll go to the kitchen and hang up my 
coat or sweater, then go back to the 
bar and sit for a while. I might ask 
for a coke and then pass the time 
joking with the bartender or some 
regular who is sitting nearby. If it’s 
real busy, 111 punch in and go right to 
work. Anyway, by 9 o'clock I punch 
in and go to my waitress station and 
set up my tray. I'll take either the 
upper section or the lower depending 
on what the other waitress wants. 
Depending on what bartenders are 
working I might say, “ Bob's on to
night, can I have the upper section?” 
But she has first choice since she 
came in at 7. The upper section is 
smaller and you get different types 
of people than in the lower section. 
You get more dates. My section was 
really popular last night. It was 
jammed. I couldn’t even take my tray 
with me by the end of the evening, 
just carried one drink at a time. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Really! That must 
make it difficult.

p a m : (Nods her head) 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Y o u  said that you 

would go to your waitress station and 
set up your tray. Could you describe 
for me what you do when you set up 
your tray?

p a m : Sure. You have a little round tray, 
like a pizza tray, two ash trays on it, 
one on top and one on the bot
tom. My tips go in the bottom and my 
loose change goes in the top ash tray. 
And the bills go under the ash tray, 
with the big bills on the bottom and 
the ones on top so you don’t make the 
mistake of handing out a five or a ten.

Pam now begins to answer the grand 
tour question, easily describing the 
things she does at the bar each night. 
Some informants will talk for fifteen or 
twenty minutes without stopping; oth
ers pause to be sure they are doing the 
right thing. P ausing provides the 
ethnographer with a chance for ex 
p ress in g in t erest .

Exp ress in g int erest . In long responses 
to grand tour questions it is important 
to watch for every opportunity to ver
bally express interest.
R est a t ing. The ethnographer begins to 
use Pam's words; this tells her it is im
portant for her to use them. 
Incorpora t ing. As soon as possible, the 
ethnographer wants to move from 
questions that use his words to ones 
that incorporate native terms. Restat
ing and incorporating are two of the 
most important elements and they often 
occur together in this way.
M ini-t our quest ion . The phrase “ set up 
your tray” was incorporated into a 
mini-tour question. This is a descriptive 
question that asks the informant to de
scribe some smaller unit of an event or 
activity. Mini-tour questions can be 
asked almost any time, even before the 
grand tour question has been fully an
swered.



e t h n o g r a p h e r : Oh, that’s interesting 
and probably important for not losing 
money. I’d never thought of that. 

p a m : Yeah, it gets dark and can be really 
hard to see.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : O.K. N o w , let’s go 
back to my earlier question. You’ve 
punched in, gone to your section, set 
up your tray, and started to work. 
Could you describe what that would 
involve?

p a m : Well, first I’d look around and see 
if anyone wants anything. If someone 
is looking my way or looks like they 
want me, I’d go right to their table. 
Otherwise I’d just walk through the 
section, picking up empty bottles, 
emptying ash trays, cleaning up any 
empty tables. Then I’d watch and 
take orders and clean tables and all 
evening I’d be serving orders until 
finally I’d make last call and that 
would end the evening. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : You’ve mentioned 
quite a number of things you do dur
ing a typical evening. You punch in, 
set up your tray, pick up empty bot
tles, take orders, clean tables, serve 
orders, and make last call. Now, 
would you say that these are all 
the things you do at Brady’s Bar? 

p a m : Oh, yes. Every night. That’s 
about all I do.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Can you think of any 
other things you would do? 

p a m : Well, I make change and some
times I mix drinks.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Y o u  do? I thought 
only the bartender did that.

Exp ress in g int erest .

Exp ress in g cult ural ignorance.

R est a t ing. The ethnographer picks up a 
whole series of terms the informant has 
used to describe what she’s doing and 
repeats them. This serves to jog the 
memory of the informant, it helps re
turn to the original question, and it 
helps her expand on the description. 
The ethnographer could have said, 
“ What do you do next?” but by ex
panding the question and restating na
tive terms, the informant will have an 
easier time answering it.

A sk ing s t ruct ural quest ions. The 
ethnographer wants to introduce a 
structural question and begins by re
stating a list of activities that Pam has 
already mentioned. These make up a 
domain—things a waitress does at 
work—and the ethnographer wants to 
elicit a complete list of the terms in this 
domain. This question sequence begins 
with a v erificat ion quest ion , then after 
Pam agrees, the structural question is 
asked.

Exp ress in g ignorance. The ethnog
rapher takes every opportunity to ex
press his ignorance, to let the informant 
know he really doesn’t know about the 
world of cocktail waitresses.



p a m : Well, if he has to go somewhere 
for a few minutes and it isn’t too 
busy, he might ask me to get behind 
the bar and mix drinks for a few min
utes. And another thing I do is help 
the other girl, if she wants. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : I’m interested in the 
way waitresses would talk to each 
other at work. Could you give me a 
sentence a waitress might use to let 
you know she wants help?

p a m : Well, she might say, “ Could you 
catch that table of guys over there?” 
but usually, if I’m not busy and I see 
her real busy in her section, I’d just 
go down and say, “ Can I give you a 
hand?” Some girls will say, “ Oh, 
thanks, I’ve really had a rush.” But 
sometimes they’ll say, “That’s O.K., 
I’m almost caught up.”

e t h n o g r a p h e r : N o w , I’d like to ask a 
different kind of question. I’m in
terested in the differences between 
some of your activities. What is the 
difference between t ak ing orders  and 
serv ing o rd er s i

p a m : Well, for one thing, you get more 
hassles taking orders than serving 
orders.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Oh, really? Now
that’s something that as a customer 
I’d never know. But it’s probably 
something every cocktail waitress 
knows?

p a m : Oh, yeah.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Y o u  know, you’ve 
mentioned several places in Brady’s 
Bar, like the bar itself, the waitress 
station, the upper section, the lower 
section. I wonder if you could de
scribe the inside of the bar to me. For 
instance, if I were blind and you took 
me into Brady’s and took me

Et hnograph ic explanat ion. The ethnog
rapher reminds the informant that he 
wants to know how she would use her 
native language (so she won’t use her 
translation competence). A sk ing a na 
t ive la n gu a ge quest ion . This descrip
tive question asks for an expression re
lated to what the informant is talking 
about—but in her native language.

Expla in ing a quest ion . The ethnog
rapher merely introduces it and says it 
will be different.
A sk ing a cont rast  quest ion . All con
trast questions restate and incorporate 
terms.

Exp ress in g int erest .
Exp ress in g cult ural ign o ra nce. Here 
the ethnographer not only indicates it is 
something he wouldn’t know, but 
something that every cocktail waitress 
would, i.e. it is common cultural 
knowledge to insiders.

R est a t ing. In leading up to another 
question, the ethnographer uses the in
formant’s language again to remind her 
of its importance.



throughout the bar telling me each 
place we were standing or you were 
looking at, what would it be 
like?

p a m : Well, when we first came in the 
front door, you'd be standing in front 
of a large horseshoe bar. On the left 
of the bar are a row of stools and 
behind the stools is a wall. On the 
right side of the bar are other stools 
and along that side are the two wait
ress stations. Then, on the right side 
of the bar, at the front is the lower 
section, to the back is the upper sec
tion. On the far side, against the wall, 
are the two restrooms and the door to 
the kitchen. And that’s about it. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, that’s great. 
I’ve really learned a lot today, but it 
also makes me aware that you know 
a great deal more. We didn’t get to 
discuss the details of taking orders or 
any of the different kinds of drinks. 
I’m sure there are a lot of other 
things. I’d like to go over my notes 
and I’m sure I’ll think of other ques
tions. It’s really an interesting place 
and a lot more goes on there than 
meets the eye.

p a m : Yes, it’s more complex than most 
people realize. In fact, I didn’t 
realize there was so much that went 
on! (laughs)

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, could we meet 
again next week at this time? 

p a m : Sure, that would be fine. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : O.K. Thanks for com

ing today. This has really been in
teresting and I’m looking forward to 
learning a great deal more. 

p a m : Well I enjoyed talking about it. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, I’ll see you next 

week. then. Bye. 
p a m : Fine. Bye.

M ini-t our quest ion .
Crea t ing a hy pot het ical sit uat ion. This 
element is used frequently to place the 
informant in the scene and help her to 
use terms and phrases from her own 
language.

Exp ress in g ign o ra nce. This is a prelude 
to taking leave.
Tak ing leav e. This element is very dif
ferent from the friendly conversation. 
After expressing interest and that there 
is much more to learn, the ethnog
rapher identifies topics he doesn’t 
know about, things he wants to find out 
in the future. This helps the informant 
realize she knows more than she may 
think she knows, that she can teach the 
ethnographer a great deal more.

Exp ress  in g  i n t eres  t .

T h is  b r ie f  e th n o g ra p h ic in te rv ie w  i l lu s t r a te s  m o s t  o f  th e  e le m e n ts  th a t  
m a k e  u p  th is  k in d  o f  s p e e ch  e v e n t . H o w e v e r , in  o r d e r  to  in clu d e  th e m  in  a



short sp ace, the exam ple d istorts the normal cou rse o f such in terview s. In 
particular, it appears that the ethnographer is^umping around from one top ic 
to another, rather than allowing the inform ant to continue talking about what 
she d oes, about the d ifference betw een taking orders and serving ord ers, or 
about the spatial d imensions of the bar. In most ethnographic in terview s, the 
informant would go on at much greater length on most top ics and the 
ethnographer would not ask so many questions in such a short space o f tim e.

More important for those learning to interview  by following the steps in 
this book, the exam ple includes many elem ents one would not use until after 
several in terview s. So, rather than introducing d escrip tive qu estions, stru c
tural qu estions, and contrast qu estions into the first in terview , each kind is 
slowly introduced  over a number of in terview s. This exam ple had a specific 
purpose: to give an overview  o f the elem ents in an ethnographic interview . 
Later we will com e back to the most important elem ents and exp lore them 
more fully. In Figure 2.1 I have summarized  the basic elem ents.

In contrast to a friendly conversation , some striking alterations appear. In  
addition to an exp licit pu rpose, the use of ethnographic exp lanations, and 
the use o f ethnographic qu estions, we can identify the following changes.

1. Turn t ak ing is less  b a la n ced . Although the informant and ethnographer 
take tu rns, they do not take turns asking the same kinds of qu estions or 
reporting on their exp erience. The relationship  is asym m etrical: the ethnog
rapher asks alm ost all the qu estions; the informant talks abou t her exp eri
ence.

2. R ep ea t in g rep la ces  t he n o rm a l  ru le o f  av o id ing rep et i t io n . N ot only

FIGURE 2.1 Elements in the Ethnographic Interview 1 11

1. Greetings
2. Giving ethnographic explanations

2.1 Giving project explanations
2.2 Giving question explanations
2.3 Giving recording explanations
2.4 Giving native language explanations
2.5 Giving interview explanations

3. Asking ethnographic questions
3.1 Asking descriptive questions
3.2 Asking structural questions
3.3 Asking contrast questions

4. Asymmetrical turn taking
5. Expressing interest
6. Expressing cultural ignorance
7. Repeating
8. Restating informant’s terms
9. Incorporating informant’s terms

10. Creating hypothetical situations
11. Asking friendly questions
12. Taking leave



does the ethnographer repeat things the inform ant has said , restating them in 
her language, but qu estions are rep eated . In  a more lengthy interview, the 
ethnographer would ask similar qu estions over and over, such as, “ Can you 
think o f any other things you do on a typ ical n ight?”

3. Ex p res s in g in t eres t  a n d  ign o ra n ce o ccu r m o re o f t en  bu t  only  on t he 
p a rt  o f  t he et h n o gra p h er. Again, this asp ect o f the relationship  is more 
asym m etrical than in friend ly conversations. Esp ecially at first, most infor
mants lack assu rance that they know enough, that the ethnographer is really 
in terested , and these two elem ents becom e very important. Each  can occu r 
nonverbally as well as verbally.

4. Fin a l ly , in p l a ce o f  t h e n o rm a l  p ra ct i ce o f  a bbrev ia t in g, t he et h n o g
ra p h er en co u ra ges  ex p a n d in g on  w hat  ea ch  p ers o n  s a y s . His questions are 
phrased  and rep hrased , expanding into paragraph length. And these very 
questions encourage the informant to tell m ore, not less, to go into more 
detail, not less. It takes many reminders for  some informants to overcome 
the long-established  p ractice of abbreviating.

In this chap ter I have identified the m ajor elem ents of the ethnographic 
in terview . Becau se it involves a com plex speech even t, ethnographic inter
viewing requ ires p ractice to acqu ire the necessary skills. Practice also re
du ces the anxiety which all ethnographers exp erience when they begin 
interviewing a new inform ant. The tasks which follow are designed to reduce 
anxiety by making carefu l preparation and conducting a p ractice interview.

Tasks
2.1 Conduct a practice ethnographic interview. (If you are in a group with 

others, interview a beginning ethnographer, then act as informant for that 
person.)

2.2 Identify in writing the skills you managed well and those that need im 
provement.

2.3 Write out several different project explanations to be used with one of the 
potential informants identified earlier. These explanations can reflect (1) 
a first contact, (2) beginning of the first interview, and (3) beginning of the 
second interview.



O B JE C TIV E S
1. To u n d ers tan d  the nature of an e th n o g ra p h ic  reco rd .
2. To set up a fie ld -w o rk  no tebook.
3. To co n tact an in form ant an d  a rra n g e  for the first in terv iew .

The next step in the Developmental Research  Sequ ence is to 
begin compiling a record  of research . Even  before contacting 
an informant, the ethnographer will have im pressions, obser
vations, and d ecisions to record . When undertaking research 
in a foreign com munity, many weeks or months may pass 
before system atic interviews with inform ants occu r. When 
studying a cu ltural scene within our own society, the 
ethnographer has at least made a selection  and has probably 
visited the scene; record ing these first im pressions will 
prove of great value later. Certain ly the first con tact with an 
informant d eserves docu mentation. In  this step we will ex
amine the nature o f an ethnographic record  and d iscuss 
practical steps for making it the most usefu l for analysis and 
writing.

LANGUAGE AND THE ETHNOGRAPHIC RECORD

An ethnographic record  consists of field notes, tape record 
ings, p ictu res, artifacts, and anything else which documents 
the cultural scene under study. As Frake has pointed  ou t, “ A 
descrip tion of a cu ltu re, an et h n o gra p h y , is produced  from an 
et h n o gra p h ic reco rd  o f the events of a society within a given 
period of tim e, including, o f cou rse, inform ants’ responses to 
the ethnographer and his qu eries, tests, and apparatus” 
(1964b: 111).

In my study of skid row men, many d ifferent things went 
into the ethnographic record . During the first week I wrote 
down what took p lace in the Seattle Criminal Court on the 
seventh floor of the Public Safety Bu ild ing. I cop ied  off the 
name of the cou rt, names of ju d ges, and room numbers from 
the large wall d irectory on the first floor. I d escribed  the 
physical layout of the cou rtroom  as I saw it. I counted  the 
number of visitors who cam e to watch the cou rt proceed ings. 
Each  morning in the cou rtroom  an average of sixty-five men 
were arraigned for public d ru nkenness. The city attorney 
read aloud part o f each  m an’s arrest record  and I wrote it 
down. These arrest record s were used by the ju d ge to d eter
mine the length of a man’s sen tence. Later  I acquired  the
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com plete arrest record s from the police department and they also becom e 
part o f my ethnographic record .

Within a few weeks of beginning this particu lar p roject, I began to conduct 
interviews with informants. I tape record ed  these interviews and made 
transcrip tions of them. I also made notes on my exp eriences as I went to the 
criminal cou rt, walked up and down the streets o f Sea ttle’s skid row , visited 
the alcoholism  treatm ent cen ter, and talked  with various inform ants. Bill 
Tanner, a longtime tramp, called  me from the Seattle City Jail after one of his 
arrests for public drunkenness, and I asked  him to keep a diary on his stay in 
ja il. A few weeks later, Bill gave me an odd assortm ent o f entries made on 
the only paper he could  find—the title pages torn from books in his ja il cell. I 
added these torn pages to my growing file of information.

Once I d iscovered  the im portance of m a k in g a f lo p  and av o id ing t he bulls 
(p olice officers), I visited skid row and made observations of men actually 
making a flop and encountering the p olice. I photographed  these events and 
the p ictu res becam e part of my data.

Som e o f my informants left Seattle and we correspond ed  for many months. 
All these letters went into my files. In addition I collected  newspaper clip
pings, police department rep orts, and bu lletin board  notices posted  at the 
alcoholism  treatm ent cen ter. I held interview s with ju d ges, social workers, 
the alcoholism  cou nselors. And alw ays, I made notes about my experiences 
while I was actually doing the research . This record  becam e the basis for 
writing an ethnography o f tramp cu ltu re.1

The m ajor part of any ethnographic record  consists of written field notes, 
whether observations, in terview s, record s, d iaries, or other personal docu 
ments. This means that, from the first en try, every ethnographer must come to 
grips with the problem o f language. Earlier I pointed out that language 
influences et h n o gra p h ic d isco v ery  and et h n o gra p h ic d es crip t io n . However, 
the easy d istinction betw een d iscovery and d escrip tion, and the way language 
enters into these p rocesses, rep resents an oversim plification. In p ractice, 
they often take p lace simultaneously. Making an ethnographic record  acts as a 
bridge betw een d iscovery and d escrip tion, linking them into a single, complex 
p rocess. Discoveries find their way into the field notes; rereading this record  
while in the field leads to additional d iscoveries. Early field -note descriptions 
will find their way into the final ethnographic monograph. There is even 
feed back while writing the ethnography that leads to new d iscoveries and 
additions to the ethnographic record . This p rocess is represented  in the 
diagram below .

These feed back relationships u nd erscore the fact that each step in the



ethnographic enterp rise involves t rans la t ion . We have already seen how 
talking with informants to find out their view of the world (d iscovery) and 
writing the final ethnography (d escrip tion) requ ire a carefu l consid eration of 
the translation p rocess. Now we must raise the central question faced  by all 
ethnographers when taking field notes: w hat  l a n gu a ge shall  b e u s ed  in 
m ak ing an et h n o gra p h ic reco rd ?

Consider, for a moment, the various languages that becam e part o f my 
ethnographic record  studying tramps:

1. In v es t iga t o rs ’ la n gu a ge. Many of my field notes were written in the 
ordinary language I used as a social scien tist. Obviously, this included  
meanings drawn from as far back as childhood as well as specialized  con 
cep ts learned within the cu ltu re of anthropology.

2. The la n gu a ge o f  t ra m p s . I record ed  what tramps said in cou rt, during 
informal conversations at the treatm ent cen ter, and also during in terview s.

3. Co u rt ro o m  la n gu a ges . A specialized  way of talking was used by the 
city attorney, cou rt clerks, and the ju d ge who presided over the daily 
arraignment and sentencing. The languages in the cou rtroom  also included 
the testim ony of police officers who spoke in a language that usually 
reflected  their cu ltu re outside the cou rtroom .

4. The la n gu a ge o f  t he a lcoho lism  t rea t m en t  cen t er. The staff at the 
cen ter came from three d istinct cu ltural scenes: social work, law en force
ment, and Alcoholics Anonym ous. In ord er to carry out their tasks, staff 
members frequently translated  their meanings into term s that the others 
could understand. How ever, the d istinct language usage of each cultural group 
emerged in alm ost every conversation. For  exam ple, a social w orker would 
refer to tramps as “ p atien ts,” a guard from the Sh er iffs  Departm ent would 
call them “ in m ates,” and an alcoholic cou nselor would call them “ alco
h olics.” Each  term  conveyed  a d istinct meaning with enormous implications 
for the tramps assigned  to the treatm ent cen ter.

Although this research  situation may appear linguistically com p lex, even 
in the simplest situations ethnographers must deal with their own language 
and that of inform ants. More important, they must deal with their own 
tendency to translate and simplify. Tw o principles must be kept in mind 
when making an ethnographic record : (a) the language identification p rinci
ple, and (b) the verbatim princip le. These principles have a single purpose, 
to reduce the influence of the ethnographer’s translation com p etence when 
making an ethnographic record . Let us look at each briefly.

Language Identification Principle

This principle can be simply stated : ident ify  t he l a n gu a ge u s ed  f o r  ea ch  
f ield -n o t e en t ry . Becau se it is necessary to select a language, w henever the 
ethnographer writes something down in the field notes, some method  of



identification must be used . This might involve setting things off in par
en theses, quotation marks, or brackets. It must include identification of the 
speaker. The goal is to have an ethnographic record  t hat  ref lect s  t he sa m e 
d i f f eren ces  in la n gu a ge u s a ges  as t he a ct u a l  f i e l d  s i t ua t ion .

When I first began fieldwork on skid row, I failed  to follow the language 
identification principle. My record  o f events contained  an unidentified mix
ture of language u sages, some picked  up from tram ps, some from the 
languages in the cou rtroom , some from the treatm ent cen ter staff, and some 
from my own encu ltu ration. From  long d iscu ssions with other ethnog
raphers, I have found that this is not an uncommon exp erience. Ethnog
raphers fall back on their own translation com p etence, taking the things 
spoken by others and fitting them into a com posite picture of the cultural 
scene. The p rocess o f the ethnographer’s translation com petence can be 
diagrammed in Figure 3.1.

The use o f an amalgamated  language for record ing field notes has the 
apparent virtue of simplification. H ow ever, when the ethnographer returns 
to these notes to make a more carefu l analysis o f cu ltural meanings, it 
becom es d ifficu lt, if not im possible, to do. Cultural meanings have becom e 
d istorted  during the p rocess o f making an ethnographic record . One of the 
most important payoffs in doing field work in an alien society with a com 
pletely new language is that this p rocess of translation can hardly occu r 
without the ethnographer’s becoming keenly aware o f it.

FIGURE 3.1. Ethnographer's Translation Competence
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Verbatim Principle

In addition to identifying the various language usages in the field situation, 
the ethnographer must m a k e a v erba t im  reco rd  o f  w hat  p eo p le s a y . This 
obvious principle of getting things down word for word is frequently vio
lated . Whether record ing things people say in natural con texts or in more 
formal ethnographic in terview s, the investigator’s tend ency to translate 
continues to op erate. When I began research  with tramps I did not realize 
the im portance o f the verbatim  p rincip le. I freely summarized , restated , and 
condensed  what informants said without realizing it.

Consider the following example: (a) In form ant’s actual statem ent: “ I 
made the bu cket in Seattle one time for pooling; I asked  a guy how much he 
was holding on a ju g and he turned out to be a ragp icker and he pinched  m e.” 
(b) Field  notes entry: “ I talked  to Joe about his exp erience o f being arrested  
on skid row when he w asn’t d ru nk.” At the tim e, this cond ensed  entry 
appeared su fficient; I certainly did not feel it was a d istortion of what Joe 
said. I d idn’t fu lly understand  all his words but I thought I knew roughly 
what they meant. H ow ever, this entry lost some o f the most important clues 
to the inform ant’s cu ltu re. These clues came from  such folk terms as p o o l in g  
(a com plex routine for contribu ting to a fund for purchasing som ething), t he 
bu ck et  (city ja il), ra gp ick er (a certain  kind of p olicem an), and p i n ch ed  
(arrested ). Jo e ’s phrases were leads to fu rther qu estions; my summary was 
not. As my research  p rogressed , I becam e aware that the words informants 
spoke held a key to their cu ltu re and so I began to make a verbatim  record .

It may seem  w iser, under the p ressu re o f an in terview  situation, or in some 
natural con text, to make a qu ick and more com plete summary rather than a 
partial verbatim record . Su ch  is not the case. In the previous exam ple it 
would have been more valuable to make a partial, but verbatim , record  such 
as the following:

“ made the bu cket”
“ holding on a ju g ”
“ a ragp icker . . . p inched  m e”

These scattered  phrases could  then have been used to generate ethnographic 
qu estions; the summary could  not.

Both nat iv e t erm s  and o b s erv er t erm s  will find their way into the field 
notes. The important thing is to carefu lly d istinguish them . The native terms 
must be record ed  verbatim . Failu re to take these first steps along the path to 
d iscovering the inner meaning o f another cu ltu re will lead  to a false 
confid ence that we have found out what the natives know. We may never 
even realize that our picture is seriously d istorted  and incom plete.

The best way to make a verbatim  record  during in terview s is to use a tape 
record er. It is especially valuable to tape record  the first two or three



in terview s in ord er to qu ickly acquire a large sample of informant state
m ents. H ow ever, tape record ers are not always ad visable, especially during 
the first few  interviews when rapport is beginning to develop . The use of a 
tape record er may threaten  and inhibit in form ants. Each  ethnographer must 
decid e on the basis o f the willingness o f inform ants and their feelings about 
using a tape record er. When interviewing tram ps, I often did not use a tape 
record er becau se it aroused  susp icion. When I interviewed cocktail waitress
es, I alw ays used  a record er with the full coop eration  o f w aitress-in 
form ants. H ere are some general ru les for making a d ecision:

1. Alw ays take a small tape record er in case the opportunity arises to use 
it. One ethnographer decided  not to tape record  his first interview  with an 
encyclop ed ia salesw oman. Bu t when he started  the in terview , she asked , 
“ Don’t you want to tape record  th is?’’ If he had brought a record er, he could 
have easily brought it out and started  the tape.

2. Go slowly on introducing a tape record er immed iately. Often the first 
in terview  is likely to be a time to get acquainted , a time to develop  rapport 
and tru st. Inform ants will not know what kind o f qu estions to exp ect. With 
an en thu siastic and eager inform ant, it is possible to ask casually, “ How 
would you feel abou t tape record ing this in terview ?” If the informant shows 
any hesitation , one might want to say, “ Well, maybe it would be best to 
w ait, perhaps later when we get into th ings.” Som etim es it is necessary to 
wait until the second  or third interview or even d iscard  the idea en tirely. It is 
possible to do good ethnography without a tape record er; it is not possible to 
do good ethnography without rapport with key inform ants.

3. Watch for opportunities to tape record  even a small part o f an inter
view. After talking for half an hour, it might be appropriate to say, “ This is 
so interesting and I ’m learning so much, I wonder if you would mind if I tape 
record ed  some of this. I can turn it off any time you w an t.” Most informants 
will be more than willing to oblige.

Whether or not the ethnographer tape record s in terview s, it is still neces
sary to take notes during each in terview . Som etim es tape record ers do not 
work; often some inform ation from the interview  is needed  before it can be 
transcribed . Let’s look more closely at how to take field notes.

KINDS OF FIELD NOTES

There are several d ifferent kinds of field notes that will make up an 
ethnographic record . Each  investigator will develop  a unique way to or
ganize a file and field notebook. The following suggested  form at reflects the 
organization I have found most useful.



The Condensed Account

All notes taken during actual interviews or field observations rep resent a 
condensed  version o f what actually occu rred . It is not humanly possible to 
write down everything that goes on or everything that inform ants say. 
Condensed  accou nts often include phrases, single word s, and unconnected  
sentences. Consid er the exp erience o f one ethnographer who decided  to 
interview a policem an. After making con tact, her inform ant wanted her to 
ride in the squad car for a fou r-hour shift. H ow ever, it would be im possible 
to tape record  in the car. In the squad car, she began to make notes o f things 
that occu rred , the p laces they d rove, calls that cam e over the rad io, and 
many of the phrases and term s used by her inform ant. During the fou r hours 
she recorded  several pages of co n d en s ed  n o t es  in her notebook. She left the 
first interview with a feeling that she had only record ed  a fraction  of what she 
had experienced . Still, this cond ensed  accou n t was o f enormous value 
because it had been record ed  on the spot.

It is ad visable to make a condensed  accou n t during every in terview . Even  
while tape record ing, it is good to write down phrases and words used by 
your informants. The real value of a cond ensed  accou n t com es when it is 
expanded  after completing the interview or field observation.

The Expanded Account

The second  type o f field notes rep resents an expansion o f the cond ensed  
version. As soon as possible after each  field session the ethnographer should 
fill in details and recall things that were not record ed  on the spot. The key 
words and phrases jotted  down can serve as useful reminders to create the 
expanded accou n t. When expanding, d ifferent speakers must be identified  
and verbatim statem ents includ ed .

Much o f my research  among skid row men took p lace at the alcoholism  
treatment cen ter where I mingled informally with informants while they 
worked , ate meals, p layed card s, and sat around talking. Occasionally, I 
jotted  down condensed  notes on small card s carried  in my p ocket. After 
several hours of listening and watching, I would slip away to a private office 
and expand  my notes with as many details as I could  rem em ber. Like most 
ethnographers, I d iscovered  my ability to recall events and conversations 
increased  rapidly through the d iscipline o f creating expanded  accou nts from 
condensed  ones.

Tape-record ed  in terview s, when fully transcribed , rep resent one o f the 
most complete expanded  accou n ts. Despite the ted ious and tim e-consuming 
nature of the work, making a full transcrip tion becom es invaluable for 
conducting the series o f ethnographic interviews d iscu ssed  in this book. 
However, some investigators transcribe only parts o f an interview  or listen 
to the tape to create an expanded  accou n t, marking all verbatim  phrases and



words. Short o f a com plete transcrip tion, an “ ind ex” of the tape can aid in 
locating relevant top ics for later transcrip tion.

Field Work Journal

In  addition to field notes that com e d irectly from  observing and interview 
ing (the condensed  accou nt and expanded  accou n t), ethnographers should 
always keep a jou rnal. Like a d iary, this jou rnal will contain  a record  of 
exp eriences, id eas, fears, m istakes, confu sions, breakthroughs, and prob
lems that arise during field work. A jou rnal rep resents the personal side of 
field w ork; it includ es reactions to informants and the feelings you sense 
from others.

Each  jou rnal entry should be dated . Rereading at a later time shows how 
qu ickly you forget what occu rred  during the first days and weeks of field 
work. Months later, when the ethnographer begins to write up the study, the 
jou rnal becom es an important sou rce of data. Doing ethnography d iffers 
from many other kinds o f research  in that t he et h n o gra p h er becom es a major 
research  instrument. Making an in trospective record  of field work enables a 
person to take into accou nt personal biases and feelings, to understand  their 
influence on the research .

Analysis and Interpretation

The fou rth type of field notes provides a link betw een the ethnographic 
record  and the final written ethnography. H ere is the p lace to record  analy
ses of cultural meanings, in terp retations and insights into the culture stud
ied . Most o f the tasks in the remaining steps involve detailed  analysis and 
can be record ed  in this category o f field notes.

Analysis and in terp retation notes often rep resent a kind o f brainstorming. 
Id eas may com e from past read ing, from  some particu lar theoretical 
p ersp ective, from some com m ent made by an inform ant. It is important to 
think o f these field notes as a p lace to “ think on paper” about the culture 
under consid eration.



Tasks
3.1. Set up a field-work notebook or file with sections for

a. condensed accounts
b. expanded accounts
c. journal
d. analysis and interpretation

3.2. Begin making an ethnographic record with entries in each section for 
field work completed to date.

3.3. Contact an informant and arrange for the first ethnographic interview.
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1. To c o n d u c t the  first e th n o g ra p h ic  in terv iew .
2. To u n d ers tan d  the  p ro cess  of d e v e lo p in g  rap p o rt w ith  an in 

form ant.
3. To c o lle c t a s a m p le  of an in fo rm an t’s s p e e c h  by ask in g  d e  

s c rip tiv e  q u estio n s .

Ethnographic interviewing involves two d istinct but 
com plem entary p rocesses: d ev elo p in g ra p p o rt  and elicit ing 
in fo rm a t io n . Rapport encourages informants to talk about 
their cu ltu re. Eliciting information fosters the development 
of rapport. In  this step  we will exam ine rapport and d iscuss 
the nature of ethnographic qu estions, particu larly descrip 
tive questions.

THE RAPPORT PROCESS

Rapport refers to a harmonious relationship  between 
ethnographer and inform ant. It means that a basic sense of 
tru st has developed  that allows for the free flow of informa
tion. Both  the ethnographer and the informant have positive 
feelings about the in terview s, perhaps even  enjoy them. 
H ow ever, rapport does not necessarily mean deep friend 
ship or profound intim acy betw een two people. Ju st as 
resp ect can develop betw een two people who do not particu 
larly like one another, rapport can  exist in the absence of 
fond ness and affection.

It is impossible to identify universal qualities that build 
rapport becau se harmonious relationship s are cu lturally de
fined in every society. And so the ethnographer must pay 
particu lar attention to friend ly relationship s in each  cultural 
scene to learn local, cu ltu re-bound featu res that build rap
port. For  exam ple, when I in terviewed  Kw akiu tl informants 
in British  Colum bia, I observed  that friends and kinsmen sat 
together in long periods o f silence. Although d ifficult, I 
learned  to sit in silence and to converse more slowly. The 
rapport I gained through adopting these local patterns of 
in teraction contribu ted  to su ccessfu l in terview s. What fol
lows regarding rapport must be taken as general sug
gestions. Som e will work well within our own society in 
many cu ltu ral scenes; other suggestions must be modified to 
fit local cu ltural situations as well as the pecu liarities of 
individual inform ants.
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Probably the only universal ch aracteristic o f rapport is that it changes and 
fluctuates over tim e. On first encou nter a potential inform ant may appear 
eager and coop erative. During the first interview  this same inform ant ap 
pears uncom fortable, anxious, and even d efensive. A d ifferent inform ant, 
after several in terview s cond ucted  in a harmonious fashion, becom es sus
picious and bored , even  d iscontinuing fu rther con tact. Lau ra Bohannon, in 
her classic anthropological novel, R et u rn  to L a u gh t er , graphically d escribes 
the fluctuating rapport she exp erienced  with her inform ants. Yabo, an old 
man who showed initial antagonism , becam e the first informant to reveal the 
secrets of w itchcraft. Kako, the ch ief, took the anthropologist into his 
homestead  and exp ressed  willingness to help from the start. H ow ever, 
circu m stances changed  and he soon refused  to talk of anything significant, 
influencing others to ignore the anthropologist. Finally, this phase in the 
relationship passed  and Kako again becam e a willing and helpful inform ant.

Although sometim es u npred ictable, rapport frequently does d evelop  in a 
patterned way. I want to suggest a model o f the ra p p o rt  p ro ces s  in ethno
graphic interviewing. This model will provide the beginning ethnographer 
with a kind o f com pass for recognizing when rapport is developing well and 
when it has wandered o ff cou rse. It can provide a basis for identifying and 
correcting problems that arise in the ethnographer-inform ant relationship .

The rapport p rocess, in cases where it develops su ccessfu lly, usually 
proceed s through the following stages:

APPREHENSION -------> EXPLO RATIO N -------> COOPERATION -------» P A R TIC IP A T IO N

I want to d iscuss these stages by focu sing on the in teraction  that goes on 
during in terview s. In doing th is, how ever, we should not lose sight o f the 
wider con text o f field work. Most ethnographers will cond uct participant 
observation at the same tim e, thus encountering key inform ants when they 
are working, visiting friend s, en joying leisu re tim e, and carrying out ord inary 
activities. These encounters contribu te to rapport as much as, or more than, 
the encounters during actual in terview s. Und er such cond itions, the rela
tionship may move more qu ickly to full coop eration . H ow ever, rapport still 
goes through a sequ ence o f stages. Many tim es an ethnographer may want to 
conduct interviews with people not encountered  during participant observa
tion; rapport can still d evelop  in a positive manner.

Apprehension

Ethnographic interviews always begin with a sense of u ncertain ty, a 
feeling of a p p reh en s io n . This is true for both exp erienced  ethnographers and 
the beginner. Every time I con tacted  a tramp and asked  if we could  talk, I felt 
apprehensive and sensed  that each  potential informant had similar feelings. 
Som etim es apprehension is slight; at other tim es informants exp ress deep 
anxiety and susp icion. I recall one tramp who seem ed  overly anxious. I



exp lained  my purpose and began asking questions but received  only brief, 
cu rt rep lies. I felt increasing d iscom fort and made fu rther attem pts to put my 
inform ant at ease. “ Are you with the F .B .I .? ” he finally blurted  out. I 
assu red  him I was a p rofessor at the nearby med ical school and had no 
connection  with the F .B.I. or the local p olice department. He made me 
promise that I would not divulge his name to anyone, that all his statements 
could only be used anonymously.

Such extrem e apprehension is rare, but some degree of uncertainty starting 
with the first con tact through one or two interviews is com mon. The infor
mant d oesn’t know what to exp ect, d oesn’t really understand  the purposes 
and motives of the ethnographer. Both  researcher and informant are un
sure how the other person will evaluate resp onses. Informants may fear 
that they will not meet the exp ectations of the ethnographer. They may 
com m ent: “ I d on’t know if I know enou gh,’’ or “ I ’m not sure I can really 
help you , maybe you ought to talk to som eone else abou t th is.’’

The realization that ethnographic interviews begin with some uncertainty 
in the relationship  can help the beginning ethnographer relax and accep t this 
fact. At the same tim e, several things can  help move the interviews through 
the stage o f apprehension. The most im portant thing is to get informants 
talking. As we shall see later in this step , d escrip t iv e qu es t io n s  are especially 
useful to start the conversation  and keep an inform ant freely talking. It does 
not usually m atter what a person talks abou t; it does m atter that the infor
mant does most o f the talking during the first cou ple of interview s. When an 
informant talks, the ethnographer has an opportunity to listen , to show 
in terest, and to respond in a nonjudgmental fashion. These kinds of re
sponses rep resent the most effective way to redu ce an inform ant’s ap
prehension. They com m unicate accep tance and engender trust. One of the 
most important p rincip les, then, for the first interviews is to k eep  in form ant s  
t a lk ing.

Exploration
Apprehension usually gives way quickly to exp lo ra t ion . In this stage of the 

rapport p rocess, both  ethnographer and inform ant begin trying out the new 
relationship . Together they seek to d iscover what the other person is like, 
what the other person really wants from  the relationship . Exp loration is a 
tim e of listen ing, observing, and testing. What does he want me to say? Can 
she be tru sted ? Is she going to be able to answ er my qu estions? What does 
she really want from  these in terview s? Am I answering questions as I 
should? Does he really want to know what I know? These questions often go 
unspoken bu t exist nonetheless.

Apprehension, the first stage, arises in part from  simple unfamiliarity with 
the terrain  o f ethnographic in terview s. Exp loration  is the natural p rocess of 
becom ing fam iliar with this new land scape. Although each party begins 
exploring im m ed iately, there com es a point where they leave behind the



feelings of uncertainty and anxiety to en ter the fu llblown stage of exp lora
tion. It may occu r when each  laughs at something said , when the informant 
seems to go off on an in teresting tangent, or when the ethnographer mentally 
sets aside prepared  questions to talk abou t something. When a sense o f 
sharing occu rs, a moment o f relaxation  com es. Both  can  then begin to exp lore 
the territory with greater freed om .

Informants need  the opportunity to move through the stage of exp loration 
without the p ressu re to fully coop erate. It takes time to grasp the nature of 
ethnographic in terview s. It takes time to see if the ethnographer’s actions 
will match the exp lanation offered  during the first in terview . Valuable data 
can be collected  during this stage if the ethnographer is willing to wait for full 
cooperation. During this stage a certain  tenseness exists and both  parties 
may find the interviews exhausting.

Three important principles facilitate the rapport-build ing p rocess during 
this stage. First, m a k e rep ea t ed  exp la n a t io n s . A simple statem ent may 
suffice: “ As I said earlier, I ’m in terested  in finding out how you talk about 
things, how you see things. I want to understand  things from  you r point o f 
view .” One dare not assu m e that inform ants appreciate the nature of 
ethnographic interviews based  only on the first exp lanation. Repetition  
before each in terview , during in terview s, and at the end o f each  will pay 
great dividends.

Second , res t a t e w hat  in fo rm a n t s  say . Using this p rincip le, the ethnog
rapher selects key phrases and term s used by an informant and restates 
them. Restating in this fashion reinforces what has been said by way o f 
exp lanation. Restating d em onstrates an in terest in learning the inform ant’s 
language and cu ltu re. H ere are three exam ples o f restatem ents typ ical o f my 
interviews with tramps:

1. “ Then you would say, ‘I made the bu cket in Sea tt le .’ ”
2. “ So, if a man was a tru stee, h e’d do easy tim e.”
3. “ Then I might hear another tramp saying, ‘H e’s a bind le stiff.’ Is that 

right?”

Restating em bodies the nonjudgmental attitude which contribu tes di
rectly to rapport. When the ethnographer restates what an informant says, a 
powerful, unstated  message is com m unicated — “ I understand  what you ’re 
saying; I am learning; it is valuable to m e.” Restatem ent must be d istin
guished from reinterp reting, a p rocess in which the in terview er states in 
d if feren t  w ords  what the other person said. Reinterp reting prompts infor
mants to translate; restating prompts them to speak in their own ord inary, 
everyd ay language.

The third principle states, d o n t  ask  f o r  m ea n in g , ask  f o r  u s e. Beginning 
ethnographers often  becom e overconcem ed  with meanings and m otives. 
They tend to press informants with qu estions like, “ What do you mean by



th at?” and “ Why would you do th at?” These questions contain a hidden 
ju d gmental com ponent. Lou d er than words, they seem  to shout, “ You  
haven’t been clear; you haven’t exp lained  ad equately; you are hiding the 
true reasons for what you told  m e.” Ethnographic interviewing differs from 
most other approaches by the absence of probing “ why” and “ what do you 
m ean” qu estions.

Let me con trast the use of w hy qu es t io n s  and m ea n in g qu es t io n s  with the 
strategy of asking informants how they use their ord inary language. An 
unfamiliar term emerged  in my interviews with tram ps; it was called  “ days 
hanging.” I heard an informant say, “ I had tw enty days hanging so I pled 
guilty and asked  the jud ge for the alcoholism  treatm ent cen ter .” Another 
recalled , “ Well, I left town becau se I had a lot o f days hanging.” Tramps 
could  respond to d irect qu estions and at first I asked  things like, “ Why did 
you have tw enty days hanging?” “ Why did you leave tow n?” and “ What do 
you mean you had twenty days hanging?” H ow ever, this kind of questioning 
led d irectly to translations for my benefit. “ Well, I had twenty days hanging 
becau se I ’d made the bu cket fou r times in a row .” “ I left town ’cau se I knew 
I ’d do hard tim e.” And such translations required  still more probing “ why” 
questions— “ W hy  did you have tw enty d ays?” “ What do you m ea n , did 
hard tim e?” Such questions communicated  to my informants that they had 
not been clear. In a subtle, unspoken way, these qu estions pressured  infor
mants to use their translation com p etence.

As time went on I learned  that instead  o f asking for meaning, it worked 
best to ask for use. Cultural meaning em erges from understanding how 
people u s e their ordinary language. With tram ps, I would restate, then ask 
how the phrase was used . For  exam p le, I would say, “ You  had twenty days 
hanging. Could you tell me what you would say to the ju d ge if you had ten or 
thirty or sixty days hanging?” Or I might ask for the way others used this 
phrase: “ Would tramps generally talk about the days they had hanging 
before they went into the cou rtroom ? What kinds of things would I hear 
them saying?” I might be more d irect: “ What are some other ways you 
could  talk about days hanging?” or “ Would som eone ever say, T had 
tw enty days hanging so I pled not  gu ilty?’ ”  Asking for use is a guiding 
principle that underlies all ethnographic interviewing. When combined  with 
restating and making repeated  exp lanations, ethnographic interviews usually 
move qu ickly through the stage of exp loration.

Cooperation

In tim e, the rapport p rocess moves into the next stage—cooperation. 
Informants often cooperate from the start of the first interview, but this stage 
involves more com plete cooperation based  on mutual tru st. Instead  o f un
certain ty, the ethnographer and inform ant know what to exp ect o f one 
another. They no longer worry about offending each  other or making mis



takes in asking or answ ering qu estions. More and m ore, both persons find 
satisfaction in meeting together to talk. Inform ants may offer personal in
formation and feel free to ask the ethnographer qu estions. Most important, 
both share in the definition o f the in terview s; they both  know the goal is to 
d iscover the cu lture of the informant in the language o f the informant. Now 
informants may spontaneously correct the ethnographer: “ N o, I wouldn’t 
say The police arrested  m e,’ but that ka bull p inched  m e.’ ”

Participation

The final stage in the rapport p rocess is pa rt icip a t io n . After many weeks 
of working closely with an inform ant, som etim es a new d imension is added 
to the relationship , one in which the informant recognizes and accep ts the 
role of teaching the ethnographer. When this happens there is a heightened  
sense o f cooperation and full participation in the research . Inform ants begin 
to take a more assertive role. They bring new inform ation to the attention of 
the ethnographer and help in d iscovering patterns in their cu ltu re. They may 
begin to analy z e their cu ltu re, but alw ays from their own frame o f reference. 
Betw een interviews they are on the lookou t for information relevant to the 
ethnographic goals. N ot all informants progress to this last stage o f p artici
pation. If they do, they increasingly becom e participant observers in their 
own cultural scene. The ethnographer’s role is then to help inform ant/partic- 
ipant-observers record  what they know.

Building rapport is a com plex p rocess, one that every ethnographer must 
monitor when doing field work. In conducting ethnographic in terview s, this 
p rocess is facilitated  by following certain  principles: keep  informants talk
ing; make repeated  exp lanations; restate what informants say; and d on’t ask 
for meaning, ask for use. When combined  with asking ethnographic qu es
tions, rapport will usually develop in a smooth way from apprehension 
through cooperation and even into the stage o f participation.

ETHNOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS

In most forms of interviewing, questions are d istinct from answ ers. The 
interviewer asks the qu estions, som eone else responds with answ ers. This 
separation often means that qu estions and answ ers com e from two d ifferent 
cultural meaning system s. Investigators from one cu ltural scene draw on 
their fram e of reference to formulate qu estions. The people who respond are 
from a d ifferent cu ltural scene and draw on another frame of reference to 
provide answ ers. This kind o f interviewing assu mes that questions and 
answers are separate elem ents in human thinking. In the study o f other 
cultures it frequently leads to d istortions.

Ethnographic interviewing, on the other hand , begins with the assumption



that the qu estion-answ er sequ ence is a single elem ent in human thinking. 
Questions always imply answ ers. Statem ents o f any kind always imply 
qu estions. This is true even when the qu estions and answ ers remain un
stated . In  ethnographic interviewing, bot h  qu es t io n s  a n d  answ ers  m ust  be 
d is co v ered  f ro m  in fo rm a n t s . Mary Black and Duane Metzger have sum
marized this point o f view:

It is b asic to com m u n ication s th eory  th at you  d on ’t star t getting an y in form ation  from  
an  u tteran ce o r  even t until you  k now  w h at it is in resp on se to— you  m u st kn ow  wh at 
q u estion  is being an sw ered . It cou ld  be said  o f  eth n ograp h y th at until you  kn ow  the 
q uestion  th at som eon e in th e cu ltu re is resp on d ing to you  can ’t k now  m an y things 
ab ou t th e resp on ses. Ye t  th e eth n ograp h er is greeted , in th e field , with  an  array  of  
resp o n ses . H e n eed s to k now  w h at q u estion  p eop le are answ ering in th eir every  act . 
H e n eed s to know  w h ich  q u estion s are being tak en  for gran ted  b ecau se th ey are what 
“ everyb od y k n ow s”  w ith ou t th in k ing. . . . Th u s th e task  o f  th e eth n ograp h er is to 
d iscover q u estion s th at seek  th e relation sh ip  am on g en tities th at are con cep tu ally  
meaningfu l to th e p eop le u n d er in vestigation  (1965:144).

There are three main ways to d iscover questions when studying another 
cu ltu re. First, the ethnographer can record  the questions people ask in the 
cou rse of everyd ay life. An ethnographer on a university campus in the 
United  States might hear students asking the following questions about 
motion p ictu res: “ Who stars in that on e?” or “ Is it rated  R?” Other 
questions would probably be asked  about particu lar cou rses such as: “ Is 
that a slu ff cou rse?” or “ When does it m eet?” Som e settings offer unique 
opportunities for d iscovering qu estions, as Frake has pointed out:

Th e eth n ograp h er can  listen  for q u eries in u se in th e cu ltu ral scen es he ob serves, 
giving sp ecial atten tion  to q u ery-rich  settin gs, e .g ., ch ild ren  q ueryin g p aren ts, medi
cal sp ecialists q ueryin g p atien ts, legal au th orities q ueryin g w itn esses, p riests q u ery
ing th e god s (1964a: 143).

Second , the ethnographer can inquire d irectly about questions used by 
participants in a cultural scene. Black and Metzger have suggested three 
strategies:

1. To ask the inform ant, “ What is an interesting question a b o u t______?”
2. To ask the informant, “ What is a question to which the answ er is

_____ ? ”

3. To ask the informant to write a text in question-and -answ er form on 
som e top ic of in terest to the investigator (1965:146).

In my ethnographic research  with tramps and cocktail w aitresses I found it 
useful to create a hypothetical situation and then ask for questions. For 
exam ple, I would ask a w aitress-inform ant, “ If I listened  to waitresses



talking among them selves at the beginning o f an evening, what qu estions 
would I hear them ask each  oth er?” To which they might answ er, “ Who’s 
the other bartend er ton igh t?” or “ Which section  would you like to w ork?” 

A third strategy for d iscovering questions simply asks inform ants to talk 
about a particu lar cu ltural scene. This approach uses general d escrip t iv e 
quest ions  that are less likely to reflect the ethnographer’s cu ltu re. Answ ers 
can be used to d iscover other cu lturally relevent qu estions. This approach is 
like offering informants a fram e and canvas and asking them  to paint a 
word-picture o f their exp erience. “ Could you  tell me what the ja il is like?” 
and “ Could you d escribe a typ ical evening at Brad y’s Ba r?” are exam ples of 
such descrip t iv e qu es t io n s . A variation on this approach developed  by Agar 
(1969) in his study o f heroin addicts in p rison, is to ask two or more 
informants to role-p lay typ ical in teractions from  the cu ltural scene under 
consid eration. As informants talk to each  other, the ethnographer can record  
questions and answ ers. In the rest o f this chap ter I want to d iscu ss in detail 
several kinds o f descrip tive qu estions.

DESCRIPTIVE QUESTIONS

Descrip tive qu estions take “ advantage of the power o f language to con 
strue settings” (Frake 1964a: 143). The ethnographer does need to know at 
least one setting in which the informant carries out routine activities. For  
exam ple, I needed  to know my informants spent much o f their time in ja il to 
be able to ask, “ Could you tell me what the ja il is like?” I needed  to know 
that cocktail w aitresses worked  evenings in Brad y’s Bar  to be able to ask, 
“ Could you d escribe a typ ical evening at Brad y’s Ba r?” Becau se ethnog
raphers alm ost always know w ho an informant is, they alm ost alw ays know 
at least one appropriate setting to be used in a d escrip tive question. If one is 
studying air-traffic con trollers, it is easy to ask, “ What do you do as an 
air-traffic con troller?” If one is studying the cu ltu re of housew ives, it is easy 
to ask an inform ant, “ Could you d escribe a typ ical day? What do you do as a 
hou sew ife?”

There are five m ajor types o f descrip tive qu estions and several subtypes 
(Figu re 4.1). Their p recise form will depend on the cu ltural scene selected  for 
investigation. Descrip tive questions aim to elicit a large sample o f u tterances 
in the inform ant’s native language. They are intended  to encourage an 
informant to talk abou t a particu lar cu ltural scene. Som etim es a single 
descrip tive question can keep  an informant talking for more than an hour.

One key princip le in asking d escrip tive questions is that ex p a n d in g t he 
lengt h  o f  t he qu es t io n  t en d s  to ex p a n d  t he len gt h  o f  t he res p o n s e. Although a 
question like, “ Could you tell me what the ja il is like?” qualifies as a 
descrip tive qu estion, it needs expansion. Instead  o f this br ief form , I might 
say, “ I ’ve never been inside the ja il before, so I d on’t have much of an idea
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what it’s like. Could you kind o f take me through the ja il and tell me what it’s 
like, what I would see if I went into the ja il and walked all around? Could 
you tell me what it’s like?” Expanding d escrip tive questions not only gives 
informants time to th ink, but it says, “ Tell me as much as you can , in great 
d etail.”

1. Grand Tour Questions

A grand tour question simulates an exp erience many ethnographers have 
when they first begin to study a cultural scene. I arrived  at the alcoholism  
treatm ent cen ter and the d irector asked , “ Would you like a grand tour o f the 
p lace?” As we walked from building to building, he named the p laces and 
objects we saw , introduced  me to peop le, and exp lained  the activities in 
p rogress. I could  not ask tramps to give me a grand tou r o f the Seattle City 
Ja il, so I simply asked  a grand tour qu estion: “ Could you d escribe the inside 
of the ja il for m e?” In both situations, I easily collected  a large sample of 
native term s about these cu ltural scenes.

A grand tour usually takes p lace in a particu lar locale: a ja il, a college 
cam pus, a hom e, a factory, a city, a fishing boat, etc. Grand tour questions 
about a locale alm ost alw ays make sense to inform ants. We can now expand 
the idea o f “ grand tou r” to include many other asp ects o f exp erience. In 
addition to s p a ce , informants can give us a grand tour through some t im e 
period : “ Could you d escribe the main things that happen during the school 
year, beginning in Sep tem ber and going through May or Ju n e?” They can 
take an ethnographer through a sequ ence of ev en t s : “ Can you tell me all the 
things that happen when you get arrested  for being drunk, from the first 
moment you encou nter the p olice, through going to cou rt and being sen
tenced , until you finally get out o f ja il?” An informant can give the ethnog-



rapher a grand tour through som e group of p eo p le  : “ Can you tell me the 
names of all your relatives and what each  one is like?” Som e large events 
such as a cerem ony are made up o f act iv it ies  that can becom e the basis for a 
grand tour question: “ What are all the things that you do during the initiation 
cerem ony for new members who jo in  the fratern ity?” Even  a group of 
object s  offers an opportunity for a grand tour: “ Could you d escribe all the 
d ifferent tools and other equ ipment you use in farm ing?” Whether the 
ethnographer uses s p a ce, t im e, ev en t s , p eo p le, act iv i t ies , or o b ject s , the end 
result is the same: a verbal d escrip tion of significant featu res of the cultural 
scene. Grand tour questions encourage informants to ramble on and on. 
There are fou r d ifferent types which vary the way such qu estions are asked .

/ . / .  Ty pical G ra n d  Tour Q ues t ions . In this form , the ethnographer asks 
for a descrip tion of how things usually are. “ Could you d escribe a t y pical  
night at Brad y’s Ba r?” One might ask a secretary informant: “ Could you 
describe a t y pical  day at the office?” In studying Kwakiu tl saimon fishing, I 
asked , “ Could you tell me how you usually  make a set?” Typ ical grand tour 
questions ask the informant to generalize, to talk about a pattern  o f events.

1.2. S p eci f ic G ra n d  Tour Q ues t ions . A specific question takes the most 
recent day, the most recent series of even ts, or the locale best known to the 
informant. “ Could you d escribe what happened  at Brad y’s Bar  last night, 
from the moment you arrived  until you left?” An ethnographer might ask a 
secretary, “ Tell me what you did yesterd ay, from  the time you got to work 
until you left?” “ Tell me about the last time you made a set, fishing for 
salm on.” Som e informants find it d ifficult to generalize to the t y pical  but can 
easily d escribe a recent situation.

1.3. G u id ed  G ra n d  Tour Q ues t ions . This form asks the informant to give 
an actual grand tour. A secretary might be asked : “ Could you show me 
around the office?” The ethnographer might ask a Kwakiu tl fisherman, “ The 
next time you make a set, can I com e along and could  you explain to me 
what you are d oing?”  Som e su bjects, such as a typical year or month, do 
not lend them selves to a guided tour.

1.4. T a sk -R ela t ed  G ra n d  Tour Q ues t ions . These qu estions ask the in for
mant to perform some simple task that aids in the d escrip tion. For  exam ple, 
I frequently asked  tramps, “ Could you draw a map o f the inside of the 
Seattle City Jail and explain to me what it’s like?” While performing this 
task, they added a great deal o f verbal d escrip tion. The map helped infor
mants to rem em ber and gave me a better understanding o f the ja il as they 
saw it. In studying the cultu ral scene of backgammon p layers, I asked , 
“ Could you play a game o f backgammon and explain what you are d oing?” 
When informants perform tasks in the con text o f grand tou r qu estions, the



ethnographer can ask numerous questions along the way, such as, “ What is 
th is?” and “ What are you doing now ?”

2. Mini-Tour Questions

Resp onses to grand tour questions offer alm ost unlimited opportunities for 
investigating sm aller asp ects o f exp erience. Becau se grand tour questions 
lead to such rich d escrip tions, it is easy to overlook these new opportunities. 
One ethnographer, investigating the cu ltu re o f d irectory assistance operators 
working for Bell Telephone Co., began with a grand tour question: “ Could 
you d escribe a typ ical day in you r work as a d irectory assistance op erator?” 
After a lengthy d escrip tion, she d iscovered  that one recu rrent activity was 
“ taking ca lls.” Each  call lasted  an average o f 37 second s. This led to a 
mini-tour question: “ Could you d escribe what goes on in taking a call?” The 
informant was able to break down that brief period of time into more than a 
dozen activities, ones that were far more com plex than the ethnographer 
realized  when she asked  the qu estion .1

Mini-tour qu estions are id entical to grand tour qu estions excep t they deal 
with a much smaller unit o f exp erience. “ Could you d escribe what you do 
when you take a break at Brad y’s Ba r?” “ Could you  draw me a map of the 
tru sty tank in the Seattle City Ja il?” “ Could you d escribe to me how you 
take phone calls in your work as a secretary?” The fou r kinds of mini-tour 
questions (typ ical, sp ecific, guided , task-related ) use the same approaches 
as their counterparts do with grand tour qu estions.

3. Example Questions

Exam ple qu estions are still more sp ecific, in m ost cases. They take some 
single act or event identified by the inform ant and ask for an exam ple. A 
tramp, in responding to a grand tour qu estion, says, “ I was arrested  while 
p ooling,” and so I would ask, “ Can you give me an exam ple o f pooling?” A 
waitress states, “ There was a table o f guys who really gave me a hard time 
last n ight.” An exam ple question: “ Could you give me an example of 
som eone giving you a hard tim e?” This type of question can be woven 
throughout alm ost any ethnographic in terview . It often  leads to the most 
interesting stories o f actual happenings which an ethnographer will d iscover.

4. Experience Questions

This type merely asks inform ants for any exp eriences they have had in 
some particu lar setting. “ You ’ve p robably had some interesting experiences 
in ja il; can you recall any of them ?” “ Could you tell me about some 
exp eriences you have had working as a d irectory assistance op erator?” 
These qu estions are so open ended  that inform ants sometimes have



difficulty answering them . They also tend to elicit atyp ical events rather than 
recu rrent, routine ones. They are best used after asking numerous grand tour 
and mini-tour qu estions.

5. Native-Language Questions

Native-language qu estions are designed to minimize the influence o f in
form ants’ translation com p etence. Becau se descrip tive questions are a first 
step to d iscovering more cu ltu rally relevant qu estions, they som etim es con 
tain words and phrases seldom used by inform ants. This encourages infor
mants to translate. Native-language questions ask inform ants to use the 
terms and phrases most com monly used in the cultural scene.

When I first began studying tramps, I only knew they were often incar
cerated  in the Seattle City Ja il. “ Could you d escribe the ja il?’’ was a usefu l 
grand tour question, but I still was not sure that “ja il” was a commonly used 
term. And so I asked  a native-language question: “ How would you refer to 
the ja il?” When informants uniformly said , “ Oh, most guys would call it t he 
b u ck et ,” I was able to use this term  in fu tu re qu estions. “ How would you  
talk about getting arrested ?” led to the term  “ made the bu cket.”  Only then 
could I ask more meaningful d escrip tive questions like “ Could you d escribe 
in detail what happens from  beginning to end when you make the bu cket?”

Native-language questions serve to remind inform ants that the ethnog
rapher wants to learn  their language. They can be used w henever one 
suspects an informant is translating for the ethnographer’s benefit. They 
should be employed  frequently in early interviews until an informant begins
to state voluntarily, “ The way we would say it i s ______ ,”  or “ Our term for
that is ______” Every ethnographer can develop  ways to insert native-
language queries into each  in terview . I want to identify three useful strate
gies.

5.1 . D irect - L a n gu a ge Q ues t ions . This type o f native-language question 
simply asks “ How would you refer to it?”  when an inform ant uses a term. 
Sometimes it may take the form “ Is that the way most people would say 
it?” For  exam ple, tramps often spoke o f trying to find a p lace to sleep at 
night, so I would ask: “ Would you say, ‘I was trying to find a p lace to 
sleep ?’ ” “ N o,” they responded . “ Probably I would say I was trying to 
m ak e a f l o p .” An ethnographer studying the culture o f secretaries might ask 
the following native-language question:

s e c r e t a r y : Wh en  I typ e letters I h ave to w atch  ou t for m istak es. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : H o w  would  you  refer to  m ist ak es? 
s e c r e t a r y : O h , I wou ld  call th em  t y pos.

The more familiar the informant and ethnographer are with each  other’s



cu ltu res, the more important native-language questions becom e. I asked 
many d irect-language qu estions of cocktail w aitresses for this reason. An 
informant would say, “ These two cu stom ers were really hassling m e,” and I 
would ask, “ How would you refer to them , as cu s t o m ers ?” To which she 
would rep ly: “ I ’d probably say those two o b n o x o s . ”

5.2. H y p o t h et ica l- In t era ct io n  Q u es t io n s . Speaking takes p lace between 
people with particu lar id entities. When an informant is talking to an ethnog
rapher, it may be d ifficult to recall ways to talk to other people. The 
ethnographer can help in this recall by creating a hypothetical interaction. 
For  exam p le, an ethnographer could  ask, “ If you were talking to another 
d irectory assistance op erator, would you  say it that w ay?” Tramps not only 
in teract among them selves but with p olicem en, or bu l l s . I often phrased 
hyp othetical-in teraction questions to d iscover how tramps talked  to bulls as 
well as to other tramps.

H yp othetical-interaction  questions can be used to generate many native- 
language u tterances. I have interviewed children about school who could 
easily recall native usages when placed  in situations such as the following: 
“ If I were to sit in the back o f your classroom , what kinds o f things would I 
hear kids saying to each oth er?” “ If a friend  called  on the phone to ask if you 
were going to bring your lunch, what would that person say?” It is even 
possible to constru ct the situation in more d etail, as in the following question 
to a w aitress: “ Imagine you rself at a table o f fou r male cu stom ers. You  
haven’t said anything yet, and you d on’t know any of them. What kinds of 
things would they likely say to you when you first walked up to their table?” 
By  being placed  in a typical situation and having the identities o f speaker and 
listener specified , most informants overcom e any tend ency to translate and 
recall many phrases used  in ord inary talk.

5.5. T y p ica l -S en t en ce Q u es t io n s . A closely related  kind o f native- 
language qu estion, this one asks for typ ical sen tences that contain a word or 
phrase. “ What are some sen tences I would hear that include the phrase 
m a k in g t he b u ck et ,” or “ What are some sen tences that use the term f l o p T '  
are two exam ples. The typ ical-sen tence question provides an informant with 
one or more native term s and then asks that inform ant to use them in typical 
w ays.

Descrip tive questions form  the basis o f all ethnographic interviewing. 
They lead d irectly to a large sample of u tterances that are exp ressed  in the 
language used by informants in the cultu ral scene under investigation.

All ethnographic questions can be phrased  in both personal and cultural 
term s. When phrasing questions p ers o n a l ly , the ethnographer asks, “ Can 
y o u  d escribe a typ ical evening you would have at Brad y’s Ba r?” or “ How 
would y ou  refer to the ja il?” This tells the inform ant to p resent his own point



of view or her own particu lar language usage. When phrasing questions 
cult ura lly , the ethnographer asks, “ Can you d escribe a typ ical evening for 
most cocktail w aitresses at Brad y’s Ba r?” or “ How would most tramps 
refer to the ja il?” An informant is som eone who can tell about patterns o f 
behavior in a particu lar scene, not merely his or her own actions. I recall one 
novice ethnographer who asked  a letter  carrier abou t lunch. “ I d on’t eat 
lunch” was the rep ly. The ethnographer later rephrased  the question in 
cultural term s: “ What do letter  carriers do at lunch tim e?” This query 
brought a long response which included those who d idn’t eat lunch, those 
who brought lu nches and ate together, those who ate at restau rants, and 
several other variations. The various things letter carriers did at lunch turned 
out to be important cu ltural inform ation. Bu t eliciting this inform ation de
pended on phrasing the qu estion in cultural term s.

In this chap ter we have examined  the rapport p rocess and some o f the 
principles that will facilitate the d evelopment o f rapport. In  add ition, we 
have examined  the nature o f ethnographic questions and d escrip tive qu es
tions in particular. Descrip tive qu estions form the backbone o f all ethno
graphic interviews. They will make up most of the questions asked in the first 
interview and their use will continue throughout all subsequent in terview s. 
With p ractice, a beginning ethnographer can easily gain skill in asking this 
type of ethnographic question.

Tasks
4.1. Review the examples given of the various kinds of descriptive questions 

and prepare several of each type for informants in the cultural scene you 
are studying.

4.2. Conduct and record an ethnographic interview with an informant, using 
descriptive questions.

4.3. Transcribe the recorded interview (or expand the condensed notes taken 
during the interview).
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1. To u n d ers tan d  the  nature  of e th n o g ra p h ic  an a lys is .
2. To learn  h ow  m e a n in g  is c re a te d  w ith  cu ltu ra l sym bols .
3 . To  b e g in  a  d o m a in  a n a ly s is  by m ak in g  a p re lim in a ry  d o m a in  

search .

The last step brought us through the first ethnographic 
interview with an inform ant. Before proceed ing to the next 
interview  it becom es necessary to analyze the data col
lected . This analysis will enable you to d iscover questions to 
ask in fu tu re in terview s. It will also lead  to finding out what 
things mean to you r inform ant. In  ord er to achieve our goal 
o f d escribing a cu ltural meaning system  in its own term s, the 
ethnographer must analyze cultu ral d ata in a way that is 
d istinct from other form s of analysis used in social science 
research . In this step I want to consid er ethnographic anal
ysis as a tool for d iscovering cu ltu ral meaning.

ETHNOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS

Analysis o f any kind involves a way of thinking. It refers 
to the system atic exam ination of something to determine its 
p arts, the relationship  among parts, and their relationship to 
the w hole. One can search  for the com ponent parts o f a tree, 
a bu tterfly, a painting, a sym phony, a com munity, or any
thing else in human exp erience. Even  a jok e can be analyzed 
into (1) the opening line, (2) the top ic, (3) the characters, 
and (4) the punch line. We can analyze the parts o f a day 
into categories like dawn, forenoon, noon, early afternoon, 
evening, and midnight. We can then exam ine the relation
ship among these parts o f a day and their relationship to the 
whole day. In  each  case, analysis p roceed s by examining 
som e phenomenon, dividing it into its constituent parts, 
then identifying the relationships among the parts and their 
relationship  to the whole.

At the ou tset we must recognize that it is possible to 
analyze any phenomenon in more than one way. One person 
may identify fou r parts to a jo k e; another might see seven or 
eight. A day can be analyzed  into large units like evening 
and morning or divided into 86,400 second s. And every 
cultu re can be analyzed  in numerous ways. Bu t most impor
tant for ethnography is the fact that informants have already 
learned  a set o f categories into which their culture is di-
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vided. An inform ant’s cultural knowledge is more than random bits o f 
information; this knowledge is organized  into categories, all o f which are 
systematically related  to the en tire cu ltu re. Our goal is to employ methods of 
analysis that lead to d iscovering this organization of cu ltural knowledge. We 
especially want to avoid  imposing categories from the outside that crea t e  
order and pattern  rather than d iscover it. Et h n o gra p h ic analy sis  is the 
search for the parts o f a cu ltu re and their relationship s as co n cep t u a l i z ed  by  
in form ant s . Most o f the time this internal stru ctu re as it is known to infor
mants remains tacit, outside their aw areness. The ethnographer has to 
devise ways to d iscover this tacit knowledge.

How does analysis fit into the overall research  end eavor? Let’s answ er 
this question by looking first at the research  sequ ence as it is usually 
conceived  of in social scien ce.1 Then we can con trast it with the sequ ence o f 
research in ethnography.

Most social science research  follow s a well-known sequ ence:

1. S elect in g a p ro b lem . The investigator usually begins by reviewing the 
relevant theoretical literatu re to d iscover an area that appears in teresting 
and in need o f fu rther research .

2. Fo rm u la t in g h y p o t h es es . They will be stated  in a form  that can be 
tested . They rep resent a fu rther refinement o f the problem  and they function 
to guide the investigator in gathering data.

3. Co llect in g da t a . At this point in the sequ ence the research  or data- 
collecting phase begins. Usu ally one or more methods o f research  have been 
selected  to gather the necessary data.

4. A na ly z ing t he da t a . Only after collecting all the d ata does one begin to 
analyze it. The analysis is alw ays done with resp ect to the original problem  
and the specific hyp otheses. In  social science research , the investigator 
would not change hypotheses or the problem  under consid eration while 
collecting d ata, for this would contam inate the resu lts.

5. W rit ing up  t he resu l t s . This final phase o f the study is done after all 
others have been com pleted .

Ethnography d iffers from  this social scien ce sequ ence in several ways. 
Most important, instead  o f d iscrete stages, ethnographic research  requ ires 
constant feed back from one stage to another. Although we can identify five 
tasks in sequ ence, they must all go on at the same tim e.

1. S elect in g a p ro b lem . Ethnography all begins with the same general 
problem: What are the cu ltural meanings people are using to organize their 
behavior and interp ret their exp erience? This problem  is based  on a general 
theory o f cu lture which shares many sim ilarities with sym bolic in terac- 
tionism. Som etim es aA ethnographer might narrow the problem  after review 
ing the ethnographic literatu re on a particu lar group. Bu t it would still take



the same form: What are the cu ltural meanings people are using to organize 
their k inship  behavior and interp ret this asp ect o f their exp erience?

2. Co llect in g cu lt ura l  d a t a . This phase begins before any hypotheses have 
been formulated  (unless they have been generated  by prior ethnographic 
research  in that society ).2 The ethnographer begins asking d escrip tive ques
tions, making general observations, and record ing these in field notes.

3. A na ly z in g cu l t u ra l  da t a . Within a short tim e after beginning to collect 
d ata, analysis begins. It consists o f reviewing field notes to search for 
cultu ral sym bols (usually encod ed  in native term s) and to search for rela
tionships among those sym bols. For  exam p le, not long after beginning our 
study of Brad y’s Bar , we identified several term s such as set t in g up  t he t ray , 
p u n ch in g in , and m a k in g last  ca ll  (Sp rad ley and Mann, 1975). Then  we 
began searching for  relationships among these term s.

4. Fo rm u la t in g et h n o gra p h ic h y p o t h es es . Although ethnographers formu 
late hypotheses to test, these hypotheses arise from the cu lture studied. 
They are ethnographic hypotheses that must be formulated  after collecting 
initial data. They propose relationships to be tested  by checking what infor
mants know. For  exam ple, we proposed  that the terms noted  above from 
Brad y’s Bar  were all s t a ges  in a n igh t 's  w ork , that they were related  in some 
kind o f temporal sequ ence. Most o f the ethnographic hyp otheses arise from 
the various form s o f analysis to be d iscu ssed  in this and later chap ters. Now, 
before going on to any new phase of research , the ethnographer must go 
back and collect more cu ltural data, analyze it, formulate new hypotheses, 
and then repeat these stages over and over again .3

5. W rit ing t he et h n o gra p h y . Although writing a cu ltural descrip tion will 
com e near the end o f research , it can  well stimulate new hypotheses and 
send the investigator back for more field work. Writing, in one sense, is a 
refined p rocess o f analysis.

In  this book I will d iscu ss fou r kinds o f ethnographic analysis. Together 
with the various types o f ethnographic qu estions, these strategies have a 
single purpose: to uncover the system  o f cu ltural meanings that people use. 
D o m a in  analy sis  involves a search  for  the larger units o f cultural knowledge 
called  domains (consid ered  in Step  Five and Step  Six). In doing this kind of 
analysis we will search for cu ltural sym bols which are included in larger 
categories (d omains) by virtue of some sim ilarity. T a x o n o m ic analy sis  in
volves a search  for the internal stru ctu re o f domains and leads to identifying 
con trast sets (consid ered  in Step  Eigh t). Co m p o n en t ia l  analy sis  involves a 
search  for the attribu tes that signal d ifferences among symbols in a domain 
(consid ered  in Step  N ine). T h em e analy sis  involves a search for the relation 
ships among domains and how they are linked  to the cultu re as a whole 
(consid ered  in Step  Eleven). All these types o f ethnographic analysis lead to 
the d iscovery of cultu ral meaning, and therefore it is necessary to discuss 
briefly the nature o f meaning.



A RELATIONAL THEORY OF MEANING4

From the first chap ter I have stressed  the central im portance o f cu ltural 
m ea n in g . Peop le everyw here ord er their lives in terms of what things mean. 
All o f us make use o f meanings most o f the time without thinking abou t it. 
Walk into a room and the furniture has a variety o f meanings. Som eone is 
sitting in a chair with his eyes closed  and we take it to mean he is tired  
or sleeping. Som eone laughs in our p resence and we seek its meaning; did 
she laugh at us or with u s? A friend  across the street raises her hand in our 
d irection and her gestu re means a greeting. A bell rings and we know its 
meaning: to end a class. The noon hour means eating lunch; certain  foods 
mean breakfast or d inner or a holiday celebration. A friend  appears in shorts 
and brightly colored  shoes that tell us he plans to run. And even the way he 
runs tells us other things abou t him. Most im portant, people constantly 
exchange words, som etim es with lightning rapid ity for hours at a tim e, 
conveying elaborate meanings. Meaning, in one form or another, p erm eates 
the exp erience o f m ost human beings in all societies. Bu t what is meant by 
meaning itself? How do words and behavior and objects becom e meaning
ful? And how do we find out what things mean? These are some o f the 
questions we will begin to answ er in this chap ter.

Symbols5

All cultural meaning is created  by using sym bols. All the words your 
informant used in responding to your questions in the first interview  were 
sym bols. The way you r informant dressed  was also a sym bol, as were your 
informant’s facial exp ressions and hand m ovem ents. A  sy m bo l  is any  o b ject  
or ev en t  t hat  ref ers  to s o m et h in g . All symbols involve three elem ents: the 
symbol itself, one or more referen ts, and a relationship  betw een the symbol 
and referent. This triad is the basis for all sym bolic meaning.

The symbol itself consists o f anything we can perceive or exp erience. The 
symbols we will deal with in this book are the fo l k  t erm s  used by your 
informant. We perceive these folk term s as so u n d s  o f one sort or another. 
No less a symbol are the analy t ic t erm s  from the cu ltu re o f anthropology, 
terms such as et h n o gra p h y , d escrip t iv e qu es t io n , and cu l t u re. You  have 
perceived  these term s as written words, but they also are based  on vocal 
sounds. Bu t the range o f things that can becom e symbols goes far beyond 
speech sounds. A shiver runs down your spine; it can  be perceived  and it can 
also becom e a symbol o f fear, excitem en t, or anything else. Clench  your 
teeth, wink an eye, nod your head , bow forw ard  from  the w aist, or make any 
other possible movem ent; these movem ents could  all becom e sym bols. 
Becau se we can exp erience colors, sounds, objects, actions, group ac



tivities, and com plex social situations, they can all becom e sym bols. Every 
society has a lim itless supply of material for creating sym bols.

A referen t is the thing a symbol refers to or rep resents. It can be anything 
conceivable in human exp erience. We can refer to trees and stars as sym
bols, but we can also rep resent mythical creatu res never before experienced . 
We can refer to dreams we never had , p laces that do not exist, people who 
will live in the fu tu re, and alw ays to the ord inary things around us. We can 
even refer to other sym bols, making them  into referen ts in a never-ending 
chain o f meaning.

The relationship  betw een a symbol and a referen t is the third elem ent in 
meaning. It is an arbitrary relationship  in which the referent becom es en
coded  in the sym bol. Once this encod ing takes p lace we cease to think of the 
symbol itself and focu s our attention on what it refers to. Once learned , we 
take our sym bolic cod es for  granted , often  treating them as if equivalent to 
what they referred  to.

We have now partially answ ered  our question abou t the nature o f mean
ing. At a minimum, meaning involves sym bols and referen ts. We call this 
referen t ia l  m ea n in g . Although im portant, it does not take us very far toward 
understanding a cu ltu re. It only begins to scratch  the su rface o f meanings 
encod ed  in the sym bols people u se. Consid er a symbol from our own 
cu ltu re, the term  m o u s e . Referen tially, this symbol represents a small 
mammal, a rodent with fou r legs and a pink nose. Bu t this referential 
definition does not say anything abou t child ren’s longing for pet mice or the 
fear and repu lsion some adults have for m ice. It d oesn’t tell us that corpora
tions prod uce and sell mouse poison, mouse traps, mouse cages, animated  
mouse film s, and Mickey Mou se shirts and hats. It  d oesn’t even  hint at the 
fact that mice are used in scientific experim ents or that our econom y is based  
on myths abou t building a better mousetrap . It d oesn’t tell us when it is 
appropriate to call som eone a m o u s e, A full cu ltu ral definition o f this symbol 
would include all these things and many more.

One way that scholars have consid ered  this larger sphere o f meaning is by 
d istinguishing d en o t a t ion  from co n n o t a t io n . Denotative meaning involves 
the things words refer to (what I have called  referential meaning). M o u se 
d enotes a small rod ent. Connotative meaning includ es all the suggestive 
significance o f sym bols, over and above their referential meaning. M o u se 
connotes a great many suggestive id eas.

Although this is a useful d istinction, it tends to oversim plify the empirical 
situation faced  by ethnographers. Take the case o f a tramp who says that he 
“ made a flop’’ on the previous night. We inqu ire, “ What is a flop?” And in a 
coop erative mood he responds with a typ ical referential definition. “ A flop is 
a p lace to sleep .’’ Fl o p , then , in the cu ltu re of tram ps, is a symbol that 
d en o t es  a p lace to sleep . Bu t on fu rther inquiry we d iscover that the term 
flop appears to denote more than one hundred d ifferent kinds of p laces— 
everything from  graveyards to stairw ells are called  flops. We could  simply



say that this symbol (the folk term f l o p ) has more than one hundred 
referents. The problem  with this is that it tells us nothing abou t the d iffer
ences among them .

For purposes of ethnographic research , I think it is more useful to look at 
cultural meaning systems from  the p erspective o f a relational theory of 
meaning. This will shift our attention away from what a particu lar symbol 
denotes and connotes to t he sy s t em  o f  sy m bo ls  t hat  cons t i t u t e a cu l t u re.

Meaning Systems

Cultural knowledge is more than a collection  o f sym bols, w hether folk 
terms or other kinds o f sym bols. It is, rather, an in tricately patterned  sy s t em  
o f sym bols. All sym bols, w hether a spoken word like f lo p , an object such 
as a flag, a gestu re like waving one’s hand , a p lace like a chu rch, or an event 
like a wedding, are parts o f a system  o f other sym bols.

A relational theory of meaning is based  on the following prem ise: t he 
m ea n in g o f  any  s y m bo l  is it s rela t ionsh ip  to o t h er sy m bo ls . Rather than 
asking, “ What does f lo p  refer to ?” we must exam ine how this symbol is 
related to others in the cu ltu re o f tramps. The meaning o f f lo p  lies in its 
relationship to other sym bols, includ ing st a irw ell , gra v ey a rd  f l o p , a l l-n ight  
t hea t er, w ay s to m a k e a f lo p , p o l i cem en , and many others. The ethnog
rapher who wants to d iscover the meaning of f lo p  must find out the nature of 
these relationship s. A system  o f sym bols can be likened  to the stars that 
make up the Big Dipper. To the uninformed observer, these stars are merely 
pinpoints of meaningless light in the night sky. It is only by seeing the 
relationships among these stars that they take on the meaning we call the 
Big Dipper. Decod ing cu ltural sym bols involves far  more than finding their 
referents; it requ ires that we d iscover the relationships that occu r among 
these sym bols.

You  will recall that in the last chap ter I introduced  an important princip le 
of ethnographic interviewing: d o n 't  ask  f o r  m ea n in g, ask  f o r  u s e. This 
principle is based  on the relational theory o f meaning. When the ethnog
rapher asks for meaning (“ What does day s h a n gin g  m ean?” ), the informant 
almost always responds with brief, referential definitions. Bu t when the 
ethnographer asks for use (“ What are some sentences in which you might 
use the term day s h a n gi n g?” ), inform ants reveal relationships betw een one 
term and many others. When I asked  tramps to give me exam ples o f how 
they used the term  day s h a n gin g, they revealed  relationships betw een this 
term and others like s u s p en d ed  s en t en ce, d ea d  t im e, bea t in g a drunk  
ch a rge, rabbit , etc. Listen  for  u se, not meaning; this principle leads d irectly 
to decoding the full meaning o f sym bols in any cu ltu re. It also applies to 
participant observation and the study o f nonverbal symbols: watch the way 
people use sym bolic objects instead  o f merely inquiring abou t their meaning.



It is through the use o f symbols that relationship s are revealed , and these 
enable us to d ecod e the rich meaning of the sym bol.

Let us look at one o f the most im portant ways that folk terms (and other 
sym bols) are related  to each  other. Many symbols in all cu ltu res include 
other sym bols. Thus we can use a general term like f lo p  or t ree to refer to 
hundreds o f sp ecific types. When sym bols are related  by in clu s io n , we speak 
o f them as categories.6 Ind eed , categories are so important in conveying 
cultu ral meaning that I will often  use the term s ca t ego ry , s y m bo l , and 

f o l k  t erm  in terchangeably. Cultural sym bols are cu ltural categories; folk 
terms are simply the primary type of cu ltural symbol under investigation in 
this book.

A category is an array o f d istinct things that we treat as if they were 
equ ivalent. I can d istinguish the six trees in my backyard , but I also treat 
them all as equ ivalent by calling them elm s . A Kw akiu tl fisherman points to 
several silvery objects in the water, each  slightly d ifferent in color, size, and 
shape; he calls them f i s h , thus treating them as equ ivalent. Three of them are 
ch u m s , two are s i lv ers , ind icating the use o f still other categories. The folk 
term s f i s h , ch u m s , and s i lv ers  are thus related  by inclusion; part o f their 
meaning d erives from this relationship . A child holds five metal objects in 
her hand, each of minutely d ifferent weight, size, and shape, yet she calls 
them  all pennies and treats them as if they were equ ivalent. A Trobriand  
Island er points to fou r unique ind ividuals, each  d ifferent from the other in 
many w ays, but he calls them  all “ my m other’s broth ers.’’ Even  large 
abstract chunks o f exp erience can be treated  as equ ivalent as when we refer 
to “ the years o f my ch ild hood ,” or “ the gods in h eaven .”

When sym bols fu nction as categories they serve to red uce the com plexity 
o f human exp erience. We can d istinguish nearly one million colors but 
people in every society manage with less than a coup le of dozen categories. 
They simplify the com plexity of exp erience by using symbols that treat 
d ifferent shades as if they were all red , yellow , blue, etc. Without sym bolic 
categories for everything we exp erience, we would becom e hopelessly en
slaved  to the particu lar. One o f the most im portant fu nctions o f every human 
language is to provide people with read y-made categories for creating order 
ou t o f the com plexity o f exp erience.

Perhaps the most confusing featu re of sym bolic categories is their varia
tion in size. A simple category like 1876 f l in t lo ck  rif les  includes a fairly 
small set o f objects. Consid er, on the other hand , the category ri f les , 
which includes all the d ifferent kinds that have ever existed . And we can 
easily make rifles  seem  like an extrem ely small category by introducing 
w ea p o n s , a category that includ es all rifles, handguns, spears, knives, 
bom bs, brass knu ckles, nu clear warhead s, etc. When people talk, they 
convey meaning by bringing sym bols into this relationship  of inclusion with 
great ease. “ I looked  around for a w ea p o n . I had no k nife or gu n , but then I 
picked  up a small p i ece  o f  ch ip p ed  quart z



When you talk to your inform ant, it is d ifficult to tell which categories are 
included in others. The folk term s are arranged  in sen tences and usually 
there is little in the way o f clues to this relationship  of inclusion. Yet, if 
meaning is based  on the relationship s that sym bols have to one another, it is 
necessary to identify this relationship  of inclusion and other relationship s. 
Many of the strategies that are d iscu ssed  in the remainder of this book are 
designed to sort out the varying sizes or degrees of inclusiveness among 
categories.

Sym bolic categories not only vary in size, they are related  to each  other in 
many other ways. Som e categories include others, which, in tu rn, include 
still others. T ree includ es d ecid u o u s  t ree , which includ es oak , which includes 
pin  o a k . This kind o f relationship  suggests an image o f a large box; when it is 
opened a smaller box appears inside; when that one is opened  a still smaller 
box ap pears, and so on until we d iscover the last tiny container. Bu t other 
categories are related  by opposition with each other: su n  and m o o n , l ight  
and dark , m a le and f em a l e. Still other categories belong to a larger set but 
contrast with each  other inside that larger set. B oy s  and girls  are both 
included in the category ch i l d ren ; it’s as if a large box were opened  and 
inside were two smaller boxes, side by side. Som etim es symbols are related  
in a sequ ence, like child ren lined up for lunch in the cafeteria. The categories 
into which we divide our year—Janu ary, Febru ary, March, e tc.—are related  
in this sequential manner. Many o f the activities in which humans engage are 
symbols linked in sequ ence. For  exam p le, a trad itional Protestan t wedding 
cerem ony involves a sequ ence o f the w ed d in g m a rch , giv in g aw ay  t he brid e, 
say ing t he v ow s, ex ch a n gin g rin gs , k iss ing, etc.

Let me summarize briefly the basic assertions o f a relational theory o f 
meaning:

1. Cultural meaning system s are encod ed  in sym bols.
2. Language is the primary symbol system  that encod es cultu ral meaning in 

every society. Language can  be used to talk about all other encod ed  
symbols.

3. The meaning o f any symbol is its relationship  to other symbols in a 
particular cu ltu re.

4. The task o f ethnography is to d ecod e cu ltural symbols and identify the 
underlying coding ru les. This can be accom plished  by d iscovering the 
relationships among cu ltu ral sym bols.

In the rest o f this chap ter and the next we will exam ine ways to cond uct a 
domain analysis. Then , in the remainder o f this book, we will focu s increas
ingly on strategies for d iscovering the relationships among the folk terms you 
collect from your informant.



DOMAINS7

Any sym bolic category that includes other categories is a domain. All the 
members o f a domain share at least one featu re of meaning. In  the p rocess of 
d iscovering domains we will look esp ecially for the similarities that exist 
among folk term s. Domains are the first and most im portant unit o f analysis 
in ethnographic research .

Consid er an exam ple o f a domain from the Tausug cu ltu re in the Philip
pines (Kiefer  1968). The category “ friend ” (k a ba ga y a n ) includes eight other 
categories for d ifferent types o f friend s: ritual friend , close friend , casual 
friend , opponent, personal enem y, follow er, ally, and neutral. In our culture 
we do not include enem ies in the domain of friend s, bu t for the Tausug, it is 
meaningful to do so. One reason that personal enem ies (b a n t a h ) may be 
included  in this domain is that through a special cerem ony they can be 
transform ed  into ritual friend s.

Domain Structure

The first elem ent in the stru ctu re o f a domain is a co v er t erm . Cover terms 
are names for a category o f cultu ral knowledge. T ree , for  exam ple, is a cover 
term  in English for a larger category o f knowledge, the various types o f trees 
such as oak, p ine, and yew . K a b a ga y a n , in the Tausug language, is a cover 
term  for the eight types o f friends a person may have in Tausug society. The 
bu ck et  is a cover term  for dozens of p laces inside the Seattle City Ja il, each 
named with a folk term known to tram ps. In  any sample o f language col
lected  through an ethnographic in terview  there will be numerous cover 
term s.

Second , all domains have two or more in clu d ed  t erm s . These are folk 
term s that belong to the category of knowledge named by the cover term. In 
searching for  domains, the ethnographer often  notices that informants use 
several d ifferent term s in the same w ay, thus suggesting they might be 
included  term s. For  exam ple, an English-speaking informant might say, “ We 
planted  an elm , an oak, and three pines in our yard  last sum m er.” This usage 
suggests that elm , oak, and pine might all go together as included terms in 
some domain. I often  overheard  tramps talking abou t all the time they had 
spent in the drunk  t ank  before they went to a lock -up  cel l , and then were 
transferred  to the t rust y  t ank . I tentatively grouped  them together as mem
bers o f a domain and later verified  this by asking, “ Are these all parts of t he 
b u ck et ?”

The third featu re o f all domains is a single s em a n t ic rela t io n sh ip .8 When 
two folk categories are linked  together, we refer to this link as a semantic 
relationship . Alm ost all simple definitions seem  to be constru cted  by linking 
two concep ts with a sem antic relation. A child  asks, “ What is a Volksw a
gen ?” and we define it by saying, “ A Volksw agen is a kind of ca r ,” or “ A



Volksw agen is a kind of foreign ca r .”  In  each  case the term  to be defined 
(Volkswagen) has been linked  by a sem antic relation (is a k ind  o f ) to the 
term ca r and f o rei gn  ca r.

In a simple definition a sem antic relationship  links only two term s. In  a 
domain the sem antic relationship  links a cover term  to all the included  terms 
in its set. For  exam p le, we can  define an oak by saying, “ An oak is a kind of 
tree.” This is a simple definition. Bu t if we go fu rther to consid er oak  and 
t ree as members of a domain, t ree becom es the cover term and oak  becom es 
one included term along with p ine, sp ru ce, elm , and hundreds o f others. 
This, o f cou rse, is the sem antic relationship  o f inclus ion  d iscu ssed  earlier. 
The cultural knowledge o f every society is made up o f many such domains.

Finally, every domain has a bo u n d a ry . This featu re often goes unrecog
nized until an inform ant says something line, “ N o, that’s not a tree, its a 
bu sh .” The informant has called  attention to the fact that some folk terms 
belong in s ide the domain and others belong o u t s id e the domain. The d ecision 
as to whether a term  is a m em ber of one domain or another must alw ays be 
made by native inform ants. In  studying tram ps, for exam p le, I began with 
the idea that the ja il and the cou rt were tw o d ifferent p laces. I treated  these 
as symbols for  p laces but did not see these sym bols related  by inclusion. I 
had visited  the cou rt on numerous occasion s; it was a large room  in the 
public safety building. The ja il was som ew here else in that build ing, but 
clearly not part o f the cou rt. H ow ever, when I asked  informants to tell me 
all the folk term s included  in the domain p a rt s  o f  t he b u ck et , I was surprised  
to d iscover that the co u rt  was a mem ber o f this domain along with p laces like 
the d eb u s i n g  t ank , the t rust y  t ank , and t he lock -up  cel l . The boundary to 
this domain was quite d ifferent from  what I would have thought as an 
outsider.

Another brief exam ple will help to make this stru ctu re clear. The following 
statem ent was record ed  in my field notes from  an in terview  with a w aitress- 
informant who worked  at Brad y’s Bar:

A table of about seven guys deliberately gave me a lot of grief, each ordering 
separately instead of in a round like most guys do. They all wanted to pay with large 
bills, too. I ordered four Buds with and passed the glasses out and they decided they 
didn’t want the glasses after all. I was mad but I kept smiling and saying, I’m sorry.

If we exam ine this statem ent, the following folk terms appear to fit the basic 
elem ents for a possible domain:

possible included  term s:

possible cover term: 
possible sem antic relationship :

“ ordering sep arately” 
“ paying with large bills” 
“ give w aitresses grief” 
(X) is a way to (Y)



The basic stru ctu re can be stated  in a single sentence: O rd erin g sep a ra t ely  is 
a way to giv e w a it resses  grief\  We can show the basic elem ents in the 
structu re o f a domain in the form  of a diagram using these two exam ples 
(Figu re 5.1).

Making a Preliminary Domain Search

The task o f identifying and analyzing folk domains is one of the most 
d ifficult faced  by ethnographers. For  one thing, inform ants do not talk in 
domains but in sen tences which skip rapidly from  one domain to another. 
They do not, when speaking, arrange words in categories based  on the 
relationship  o f inclusion, but arrange them in linear fashion , one word after 
another. In ad dition, although inform ants know the domains (including 
cover term s, included  term s, and the relationship  o f inclusion) of their 
cu ltu re well, this knowledge is tacit, outside everyd ay aw areness. It is often 
d ifficult to ask d irectly about domains. Bu t by far the greatest barrier to 
d iscovering domains com es from  the ethnographer’s cu ltural background. 
Every investigator com es to the research  with a large repertoire of analytic 
categories that are d ifficult to set asid e. As one begins to search through 
in terview  transcrip tions and field notes for clues to domains, it is like looking 
for som ething that is unknown. The temptation is to find a few folk term s, 
then, instead  of pursuing the analysis com pletely through native term s, to 
organize most o f the data into analytic categories from  the professional 
cu ltu re o f social scien ce. Much ethnographic research  suffers from what I 
call shallow  dom ain  an a ly s is . In a sense, the ethnographer has changed 
horses in the middle o f research—from the analysis o f folk terms to imposi
tion o f analytic term s. Ind eed , becau se o f the d ifficulty o f domain analysis, 
investigators who write abou t doing research  suggest lists o f analytic cate
gories to use for organizing native cu ltu res. As an exam ple o f such lists, I

FIGURE 5.1. Basic Elements in a Domain

DOMAIN DOMAIN



have presented  one in Figure 5.2 prepared  by another au thor. This list is not 
offered  to guide your research , but to show how strong the temptation is to 
create ord er out o f other cu ltu res by imposing your own categories.

Becau se domain analysis is so d ifficult, I have found it best to begin with a 
preliminary search . This fam iliarizes the ethnographer with possible d o
mains and helps us look at interview  data in a d ifferent way. After making a 
preliminary search , it is easier to move on to a system atic search  based  on an 
understanding o f sem antic relationship s. The next chap ter d iscu sses this 
more detailed  procedu re for domain analysis.

The first step in a preliminary domain search is to select a sample o f 
verbatim notes from an ethnographic in terview . (Verbatim  notes o f what 
people say, collected  through participant observation, may also be used .) It 
is possible to make the search  by using a single paragraph or even a few 
sentences or sentence fragm ents. The following d escrip tion taken from  my 
own field notes will provide a good  sample for making a preliminary search .

This guy ordered a tequila and lime and that’s all he said. So, I said I wanted a tequila 
and lime and the bartender said, “ Fine.” And he fixed it and I took it and the guy

FIGURE 5.2 Analytic Categories from Social Science9

TOPIC CATEGORIES

Life  C ycle  
birth

Trave l a n d  T ra n s p o rta tio n  
paths and roads 
halting places 
mode of travel

naming
weaning
betrothal
marriage

P o litic s
methods of governance 
figurehead, chieftain, leader 
warfare

H o u s e h o ld  H a b its  
food
personal hygiene 
cleaning E c o n o m ic s  

sources of income 
method of production 
organization of work

E veryd ay  R o u n d  
language 
division of labor

The S u p e rn a tu ra l  
fate of the dead 
spirits

In s tru c tio n s  to C h ild re n  
danger 
taboos 
customs 
beliefs 
fears

M a te r ia l C u ltu re  

styles of dress 
kind of dwelling unit 
cultivation 
manufacture

F o rm s  o f  R itu a l 
prayer 
offerings

divinations

prophets
shrines

ordeals
oaths

sacred objects

From N o te s  a n d  Q u e r ie s  in  A n th r o p o lo g y .



said, “ No! I want tequila with a twist of lime and a salt shaker or a shot of tequila.” 
So I had to take the drink back and the bartender was a little upset about it but he 
knew it wasn’t my fault so he fixed the other drink. Then this one girl ordered a beer 
and tomato ju ice. She said, “ I want a red beer.” I said, “ What?” I’d never heard of it 
before and it sounded really awful to me and I went up to the bartender and I said, 
“ Could I have a tomato ju ice and beer?” And he looked really strange. “ She wants it 
mixed together?” “ Yes,” I said, smiling. And so he got out a beer and a tomato juice. 
“ Oh! Forget it! I’m not going to mix this stuff together!” And he put it on the tray and 
he didn’t know how much to charge me because it’s not a standard drink. Beer’s fifty 
so he said, “ Make it 75£.” So I took that over there and I said, “ I’m sorry, but you’ll 
have to mix it yourself, the bartender didn’t know how you liked it.”

The second  step in a preliminary search  is to look for n a m es  f o r  t h in gs . 
This involves reading through the sample to look for  folk terms that name 
things. It is usually easiest to search  for  nouns that label objects. These folk 
term s should be underlined and written on a separate sheet o f paper. It is 
im portant no t  to identify all names for things on the first time through the 
sam ple, but to select only the names that seem  to stand  out. From  the above 
in terview  sample with a cocktail w aitress the following names for things 
seem  qu ite obvious:

The next step  in a preliminary search  is to see if any o f these folk terms 
might be cover term s. Becau se cover term s are names for domains, and 
becau se they include many other folk term s, one clue is the use o f the plural 
form . For  exam p le, if this inform ant had talked  about b a rt en d ers , it would 
suggest that there m igh t  be more than one kind. As it turns out, the folk 
term s we have identified  are all singular form s.

Another way to tentatively identify a possible cover term  is to ask if any 
folk term s are being used for more than one thing. In  this sample, the term 
drink  is used several tim es, once to refer to the first tequ ila and lime, once to 
refer to the second  tequ ila and lime, and once to refer to the beer and tomato 
ju ice  by saying it was not a standard d rin k .

When a domain involves n a m es  f o r  t h in gs , the nouns in that domain can 
usually be related  as k inds o f  something (the cover term ). In  the example, 
the tequ ila and lime does seem  to be a k ind  o f  d rin k , as does the beer and 
tom ato ju ice. And so we have formulated  an ethnographic hypothesis about 
a possible folk domain which we can state and rep resent in a diagram on 
page 105.

The final step in the preliminary search  is to test the hypothesis by reading 
over additional interview  data. For  exam p le, I would read  through the entire

tequ ila and lime
bartend er
drink
beer and tomato ju ice

beer
guy
girl
standard drink



DRINK
A

(is a kind of)

À
tequila and lime 

beer and tomato juice

Ethnographic hypothesis: tequila an d  lim e  
an d  beer an d  to m ato  ju ice  are kinds o f  

drinks.

interview from  which the sample o f statem ents cam e looking for additional 
k inds o f  d rin k s . Very soon I would com e across f a n cy  drink s , screw d riv er, 
and H a m m s , all term s which appear to be used in a way that suggests they 
are drinks. I would look for any references to the two hypothesized , in
cluded term s which might confirm they are kinds o f d rinks. For  instance, I 
might d iscover that a cu stom er had ordered  saying, “ Bring me two drinks: a 
tequ ila and lime and a screw d river.” In  add ition, every place where infor
mants exp licitly stated  that something was a k ind  o f  drink  would be under
lined and transferred  to a sep arate analysis page. The preliminary search 
ends when I have identified  as many included  term s as p ossible.

To summarize briefly, making a preliminary search  for domains involves 
the following analytic tasks:

1. Selecting a sample o f verbatim  interview  notes.
2. Looking for names for things.
3. Identifying possible cover term s and included  term s from the sample.
4. Searching through additional interview  notes for other included  term s.

Having completed  a preliminary search  for one domain, the same p rocess 
can be used to find additional domains which name things in the inform ant’s 
world. In the next chap ter we will d iscu ss fu rther how to expand  the domain 
analysis and how to test the hypotheses with informants by using structu ral 
questions.



Tasks
5.1 Make a preliminary domain search to locate several domains which are 

names for things.
5.2 List the tentative cover term and included terms for each of the domains 

identified.
5.3 Conduct, record, and transcribe an ethnographic interview using primar 

ily descriptive questions.



O B JE C T IV E S
1. To u n d ers tan d  the  nature  of s e m a n tic  re la tio n sh ip s  a n d  th e ir  

role in m ak in g  a  d o m a in  an a lys is .
2. To id en tify  the s tep s  in co n d u c tin g  a  d o m a in  an a lys is .
3. To carry out a s y s tem atic  d o m a in  a n a lys is  on a ll in te rv iew  d ata  

g a th e re d  to date .
4. To in tro d u ce  one  or tw o structural q uestio ns  into the  e thno  

g ra p h ic  in terview .

In the last step I p resented  the analytic p roced ures for 
making a preliminary domain search  which focu sed  on do
mains that are n a m es  f o r  t h ings . This preliminary search 
served only to introduce a beginning ethnographer to finding 
folk domains. Now we can move on to more system atic 
procedures called  d om ain  an a ly s is , which will lead  to finding 
other kinds of domains. Once the ethnographer has ten ta
tively identified domains in a cu ltu re, it is necessary to test 
them with inform ants. This is done by asking structu ral 
questions to confirm or d iscontinu hypothesized  domains. In 
this chap ter I will d iscu ss d om ain  analy sis  and in the next, 
s t ruct u ra l  q u es t io n s .

DOMAIN ANALYSIS

Every cultu re has an enormous number o f cover terms 
and an even larger number of included terms. Moreover, it is 
often d ifficult to tell from the way inform ants talk whether a 
particular folk term falls into one or the other class. This 
makes it d ifficult to search  for new domains by merely 
looking for cover term s.

A more efficient proced ure in identifying domains makes 
use of the sem antic relationship  as a starting point. From  a 
growing body of research , it appears that the number of 
semantic relationships in any cu ltu re is qu ite small, perhaps 
less than two dozen. In  add ition, certain  sem antic relation 
ships appear to be u n iversal.1 These rem arkable facts make 
semantic relationships an extrem ely usefu l tool in ethno
graphic analysis. Using these relational concep ts, the ethnog
rapher can d iscover most o f a cu ltu re’s p rincip les for or
ganizing sym bols into domains. Fu rtherm ore, becau se cu l
tural meaning depends on the relationship s among sym bols, 
using these relational concep ts leads d irectly to decod ing
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the meaning o f these sym bols. Domain analysis begins by using semantic 
relationships rather than cover terms to d iscover domains. We want to look 
more closely at the nature o f sem antic relationship s before identifying the 
steps in domain analysis.

Semantic Relationships

Every language contains a vast number o f folk terms people can use to 
refer to things they exp erience. These names for things, even ts, qualities, 
p rocesses, and actions make up most o f the words that go into a typical 
d ictionary. We all use such folk terms to convey meaning to others when we 
talk. H ow ever, most of the time we do not merely u tter an isolated  folk term 
or random lists o f folk term s. Rather, we carefu lly select two or more and 
p lace them  in a well-planned relationship  to each other. For  exam ple, al
though in some special con text som eone might merely say l egs , this term 
will more likely be spoken in relationship  to other folk term s like w alk  (walk 
on you r legs), t he body  (legs are part o f the bod y), and bro k en  (his legs were 
broken). When people talk, they alm ost alw ays exp ress them selves by using 
terms that are linked  together by means of sem antic relationship s.

Sem antic relationship s are not the m ost obvious part o f any u tterance. In 
fact, they usually lie beneath  the su rface, hidden by the more apparent folk 
term s for things and actions. Listening to and analyzing talk, including what 
inform ants say during in terview s, can be compared  to observing people 
together. A man and woman are walking down the street and , as observers, 
we immediately note their sex. We also notice that the man is tall, the 
woman short. We observe that the woman walks evenly, the man limps. We 
easily recognize that these two people are d istinct, animate objects (man, 
woman); we note their qualities (tall, short); we see their actions (walk, 
limp). H ow ever, it is much more d ifficult to recognize the relationship 
betw een this man and woman. Are they husband and wife? Mother and son? 
Grand mother and grand son? Colleagues who work together? Spies meeting 
for som e cland estine pu rpose? Or merely strangers who happened , at that 
mom ent, to walk together? We would have to observe them  closely in many 
d ifferent situations over a long period  of time in ord er to grasp the relation 
ship that links these two people together. In  the same way, sem antic rela
tionships often seem  much less obvious than the words they link together in 
ord inary speech.

Sem antic relationships allow speakers o f a particu lar language to refer to 
all the subtleties o f meaning connected  to its folk term s. H er leg w as brok en  
links an object and a cond ition, thus enabling a speaker to convey more 
meaning than by using either folk term  alone. One o f the first system atic 
stud ies to d em onstrate the role o f sem antic relationship s in the creation of 
meaning was done by Casagrande and H ale (1967). Working with Papago 
Indian informants in the Sou thw est, they started  from  a rather simple obser



vation about how people acqu ire meaning. In  every society, people learn  the 
meaning of most words by hearing them  used in everyd ay sp eech . H ow ever, 
Casagrande and Hale observed , “ there will inevitably be occasions when the 
meanings o f particu lar words must be exp lained  to language learners, 
whether children or ad u lts” (1967:165). This fact gives rise to a universal 
linguistic need  for definitions. In  literate societies d ictionaries have, in part, 
filled this need . In  nonliterate societies, people frequently make use o f fo lk  
definit ions  to explain the meaning o f word s.

Casagrande and H ale set out to study Papago folk definitions. They 
collected  a sample o f abou t 800 definitions for ob jects, even ts, p rocesses, 
qualities, and actions from many areas o f Papago cu ltu re. One o f the first 
things they d iscovered  was that inform ants did not alw ays respond  with the 
referen t ia l  m ea n in g  o f a folk term . Instead , the definitions stated  a variety o f 
d ifferent relationships betw een the term  being defined and other sym bols. 
For  exam ple, an inform ant defined l eg as that “ with which we w alk”  and 
t hroat  as that “ through which we cau se things to go while eatin g.”

When Casagrande and H ale exam ined  all these definitions in search  o f 
common ch aracteristics, they did find an im portant similarity. All the defi
nitions linked two or more folk term s together by means of a sem antic 
relationship. They concluded  that “ a definition can  be regarded as a state
ment of a sem antic relationship  betw een a concep t being defined and one or 
more concep ts, presumed to be known to the hearer (read er), and having 
properties consid ered  relevant to the term  being defined”  (1967:167).

The next step in their research  was to see if they could  find similarities 
among the various sem antic relationships used in the Papago folk definitions. 
They d iscovered  thirteen types o f sem antic relationship s from  which all 800 
definitions were constru cted . For  exam ple, when an inform ant said  that “ a 
leg is that with which we w alk,” this implies the embedded  relationship  of 

fu n ct io n . The leg is being defined by its fu nction o f walking. Defining k ey  
as “ that with which a d oor is opened ” also makes use o f the sem antic 
relationship of fu nction. The definition tells us what the key d o es . A com 
plete list of the sem antic relationship s d iscovered  by Casagrande and H ale is 
shown in Figure 6.1.

A number o f other investigators have proposed  similar types o f sem antic 
relationships as a result o f their work in other cu ltu res.2 All agree that the 
number o f sem antic relationship s is qu ite limited . In  ord er to identify typ es, 
one must redu ce what people actu ally say to a basic stru ctu re o f two terms 
and a relationship . Depending on the analysis, one can enlarge or red uce the 
number o f proposed  sem antic relationship s. Oswald Werner has suggested , 
for exam ple, that many if not all sem antic relationships d iscovered  to date 
can be reduced  to three types: (1) taxonom y or inclusion (an oak is a kind o f 
tree); (2) attribu tion (an oak has acorn s); and (3) queueing or sequ ence (an 
oak goes through the stages o f acorn , seed ling, sapling, mature tree, e tc.)3 
My in terest here is not to d iscu ss the evid ence for a certain  number o f



FIGURE 6.1 Papago Semantic Relationships

_________ RELATIONSHIP___________
1. A ttr ib u t iv e : X is defined with respect 

to one or more attributes of Y.
2. C o n tin g e n c y : X is defined with rela 

tion to an antecedent or concomitant 
of Y.

3. F u n c t io n : X is defined as the means 
of effecting Y.

4. S p a t ia l: X is oriented spatially with 
respect to Y.

5. O p e ra t io n a l: X is defined with respect 
to an action Y of which it is a goal or 
recipient.

6. C o m p a r is o n : X is defined in terms of 
its similarity and/or contrast with Y.

7. E x e m p lif ic a t io n : X is defined by citing 
an appropriate co-occurrent Y.

8. C lass in c lu s io n : X is defined with re 
spect to its membership in a hierar 
chical class Y.

9. S y n o n y m y : X is defined as an equiva 
lent to Y.

10. A n to n y m y : X is defined as the nega 
tion of Y, its opposite.

11. P ro v e n ie n c e : X is defined with re 
spect to its source, Y.

12. G r a d in g : X is defined with respect to 
its placement in a series or spectrum 
that also includes Y.

13. C irc u la r ity : X is defined as X.

_____________EXAMPLES____________
A s c o rp io n  has a tail with a stinger; a bee 

makes honey; a s ta r  comes out at night.
To w a s h : If a person gets dirty, he washes 

himself; to g e t m a d : when we do not 
like something, we get mad.

T o o th : that with which we chew things; 
h a t: that with which we shade our 
selves.

B rid g e : built across a wash or gully; 
s t in g e r: stands on the end of scor 
pion’s tail.

P ip e : that which is smoked; sh irt: that 
which we wear.

B a t: that which looks like a mouse; w il 
lo w : that which looks like a cottonwood 
but its leaves are rather narrow.

To s h in e  o n : as when the sun goes over 
and gives us light; re d : like our blood.

A c ra n e  is a bird; a w h a le  is supposed to 
be a fish.

Th irs ty  is wanting a drink; a m u s in g  is 
funny.

L o w  is not high; ro u g h  is not smooth.

M ilk : we get it from a cow; g o ld : it comes 
out of a mountain.

M o n d a y , the one following Sunday; ye l 
lo w , when something is white, but not 
very white.

To te a c h : when someone teaches us 
something, we call it to teach.

Adapted from Casagrande and Hale (1967).

sem antic relationship s or their universality. Rather, I want to show how to 
use them  as a tool for d iscovering folk domains. For  this pu rp ose, we can 
usefully d ivide sem antic relationships into two types: u n iv ersa l  and in for
m a n t  ex p res s ed .

Universal Semantic Relationships

Universal sem antic relationships includ e all the general types proposed  by 
Casagrande and Hale or anyone else. It has been proposed  that these are 
types that occu r in all human cu ltu res. For  exam p le, all known languages 
employ the relation o f s t rict  inclus ion  (X is a kind o f Y; a crane is a kind of 
bird ).4 The ethnographer can take any proposed  list o f universal relation 



ships and use them  to search  for  domains. For  exam p le, I took the relation 
ship of strict inclusion and looked  for folk terms used by tramps that might fit 
that relationship . I heard inform ants using the term t ram p  and I formulated  
the hypothesis that they might recognize d ifferent k inds o f  t ra m p s . I then 
tested  this hypothesis by asking, “ Are there d ifferent kinds o f tram p s?” 
Informants responded  with more than fifteen folk terms for the various 
kinds.

In my own research  and in working with other ethnographers, I have 
found the following proposed  universal sem antic relationships the most 
useful for beginning an analysis o f sem antic domains.

1. Strict inclusion
2. Spatial
3. Cau se-effect
4. Rationale
5. Location  for action
6. Function
7. Means-end
8. Sequ ence
9. Attribu tion

X is a kind o f Y
X is a p lace in Y, X is a part o f Y 
X is a result o f Y, X is a cau se o f Y 
X is a reason for doing Y 
X is a place for doing Y 
X is used for Y 
X is a way to do Y 
X is a step (stage) in Y 
X is an attribu te (characteristic) o f 

Y

Informant-Expressed Semantic Relationships

Som etim es an informant will exp ress a sem antic relationship  in a form 
identical to one on this list. A waitress-inform ant said , “ A regular is a kind o f 
cu stom er.” At other tim es, a phrase or sen tence clearly uses one o f these 
universal relationship s, but it is embedded  in a longer sentence and must be 
abstracted  from that sen tence. For  exam p le, a w aitress said , “ The worst 
kind o f hassle is when people pay sep arately.” Em bedd ed  in this statem ent 
is the following sem antic relationship : “ Paying sep arately (is a kind of) 
h assle.” When there is little ambiguity abou t the underlying relationship , the 
ethnographer can p roceed  by using one o f the universal relationship s.

H ow ever, at other tim es, it is not so easy to identify one or another 
universal sem antic relationship  in what an inform ant says. In these cases it is 
best to work d irectly with some inform ant-expressed  sem antic relationship . 
For exam ple, my tram p-informants would say something like, “ You  can 
make the Sa lly ,” or “ Tramps often make the Sa lly .” This inform ant-ex
pressed  relationship  can be stated  as “ X (is something done by) Y ” (Making 
the Sally (is something done by) tram ps). This led to hypothesizing that 
tramps had cu stom ary things they did, one of which was to m a k e t he Sa lly . 
Rather than try to redu ce this relationship  to one that clearly fit the form  of a 
universal relationship , I simply treated  this as one form  of a universal 
relationship exp ressed  in my inform ant’s id iom. I then went ahead  and



searched  for other members o f this domain—things done by tramps. Later, 
as more term s were collected , this domain was formulated  as w ay s to m ak e it 
used by tramps. M a k in g t he S a l ly , m a k in g t he V .A . (hosp ital), ju n k in g, and 
m a k in g t he b lo o d  b a n k , were some o f the included  terms in this domain.

Ethnographic research  as p resented  in this book is based  on a relational 
theory o f cu ltural meaning which I introduced  in Step  Five. Sem antic rela
tionships provide the ethnographer with one o f the best clues to the structure 
o f meaning in another cu ltu re. They lead  d irectly to the larger categories 
(folk domains) that reveal the organization o f cultu ral knowledge learned  by 
inform ants. By  keeping in mind a basic list o f u n iv ersa l  rela t ionsh ip s  and by 
searching for in fo rm a n t -ex p res s ed  rela t io n sh ip s , the ethnographer can find a 
d oorway into the system  o f meaning o f another cu ltu re. Now we can exam 
ine the specific steps that will unlock that d oorway to meaning.

STEPS IN DOMAIN ANALYSIS

The following steps rep resent a set o f tools for identifying folk domains. It 
is well to keep  in mind that one can d iscover domains without such tools; 
children in every society make such d iscoveries with little d ifficulty. They 
merely listen  to adu lts, ask qu estions, and observe the way people use 
language. H ow ever, like m ost ad u lts, many o f these domains remain part of 
their tacit knowledge. Ethnographic tools simply make the learning p rocess 
faster , more exp licit, and more system atic. H ow ever, all ethnographers will 
want to use the less form al approaches some o f the tim e.

S t ep  O n e: S el ect  a s in gle s em a n t ic rela t io n sh ip . In ord er to facilitate the 
d iscovery p rocess it works best to begin with a universal sem antic relation 
ship. Then , after locating a number o f domains, you can move to the use of 
inform ant-expressed  sem antic relationship s d iscovered  in your field notes. 
The two sem antic relationships I suggest for making a start in domain 
analysis with English-speaking inform ants are st rict  inclus ion  (X is a kind of 
Y) and m ea n s - en d  (X is a way to Y). The form er relation focu ses your 
attention on nouns; the latter one on verbs. For  purposes o f illustration I will 
begin the analysis with strict inclusion.

S t ep  Tw o: P rep a re a do m a in  analy sis  w o rk sh eet . Som e ethnographers 
underline folk term s d irectly in their field notes or write in the margins to 
identify domains. Becau se it is necessary to review  field notes repeated ly in 
search of new domains, I have found a sep arate w orksheet a d istinct advan
tage. It also helps to visualize the stru ctu re o f each  domain: cover term, 
sem antic relationship , included  term s, and bound ary (see Figure 6.2).

Each  domain analysis w orksheet requ ires you to en ter certain  information 
before beginning the search: (1) the sem antic relationship  selected ; (2) a 
statem ent o f the form in which it is exp ressed ; and (3) an exam ple from your 
own cu ltu re o f a sentence that has an included  term , the sem antic relation-



FIGURE 6.2. Domain Analysis Worksheet

1. Semantic Relationship:_______________ I n d i u m  t o n

2. Form- X  ( /S  Q h n d  û f )  Z _____________

3 . F » am Pia- An oak ( f i  a kind o f  J / y g g .

Included Terms Semantic Cover Term
Relationship

_____________  ______________ ^  ^  JS' f i  f O N h  Ù F  ^  _____________

Structural Questions:___________________________________________________________

Included Terms Semantic Cover Term
Relationship

-----  ----------------  >

___  __________  > y  / S A  kl/rJÙ ÛP y  __________

__________  __________

Structural questions:________________

ship, and a cover term (see Figure 6.2). The w orksheet is divided into empty 
domains with blank spaces for immediately entering the sem antic relation 
ship you have selected . Then , both  cover term and the included  terms will be 
written in as you identify them from interviews and field notes. Making 
system atic use o f this kind o f w orksheet will help to u ncover domains 
embedded in the sentences spoken by your inform ants.



S t ep  T h ree: S el ect  a sa m p le o f  in fo rm a n t  s t a t em en t s . To begin with, one 
need  only select a few  paragraphs from transcribed  interviews or notes taken 
during an in terview . Even  fragments o f talk record ed  during participation 
will provide an ad equate sou rce for d iscovering domains. As noted  earlier, 
d iscovering domains alw ays requ ires a verbatim  sample o f statem ents. The 
following sample cam e from  an interview  with a long-time tramp d iscussing 
where to flop. We can use it to illu strate the remaining steps in domain 
analysis.

You can take papers and stuff and flop in a box car. There’s a lot of angles you can 
use to get a flop. Travelers Aid will help you. Hitchhiking to Chattenooga I slept in an 
old filling station in an old mortar box; picked up some grass they had just cut. You 
can make a bed with newspapers, cardboard on top. Cover up with newspapers. You 
can make a bed with rolled brown paper, dry grass, leaves, cotton from old seats, dry 
rags, and sponge rubber thrown away from mattresses. It’s best to put newspaper 
next to you, a sheet under you and one over you, put it at a cold spot like next to your 
shoulders. I’ve slept in toilets in hotels, and in a hotel lobby. I slept on the floor in the 
Puget Sound and nobody spotted me. A flophouse runs from fity cents to a dollar. 
The bulls will bother you if you flop in an alley or an all-night laundromat, they spot 
you. They vag you or book you for drunk or for breaking and entering. Some places 
are a call job, like an orchard or under a bridge. Other tramps can bother you by 
snoring, telling you their troubles, just getting on your nerves.

S t ep  Fo u r: S ea rch  f o r  p o s s ib le co v er t erm s  a n d  in clu d ed  t erm s that  
ap p ro p ria t ely  f i t  t he s em a n t ic rela t io n sh ip . This search involves reading, but 
read ing in a d ifferent manner. Instead  o f reading the m ea n in g  o f sen tences 
and focu sing on the co n t en t  o f what som eone has said , the ethnographer 
reads with an eye for  folk term s which might fit the sem antic relationship. 
You  have to read  with a question in mind: “ Which term s could  be a kind of 
something? Could there be d ifferent kinds o f th ose?” Let us review  the 
exam ple above from a tramp inform ant asking these qu estions. The follow 
ing folk term s em erge as possible parts o f a domain.

Included Terms Semantic Relationship Cover Term

a l l -n iq h t
la u n d ro m a t b o a  c a r' V

s fa t to  r\ / O ile d *

m o r ta r  boa h o te l lo b b y /5 a  k i n d  o f  ^ :H o p

- f lo p h o u s e . a l l e y

> P" /

o r c h a r d u n d e r  b r t d q e  j



Most of the tim e, esp ecially when small samples o f interview  material are 
used, not more than two or three included terms emerge. Indeed , often this 
approach leads to folk term s which appear important but only fit one side of 
the sem antic relationship . For  exam ple, we could  en ter the following term 
for a possible domain from the last sentence:

Included terms Semantic Relationship Cover Term
__________?__________  is a kind of trouble

Or we could hypothesize the following relationship:
Tramp is a kind of ?

It is important not to overlook such term s becau se they still provide the 
basis of structu ral questions like “ Are there d ifferent kinds o f troubles that 
tramps talk abou t?” and “ Is a tramp a kind o f som eth ing?” Le t ’s look at 
one other possible domain, this time using a d ifferent sem antic relationship .

1. Semantic relationship: means-end

2. Form: X (is a way to) Y

3. Example: Reviewing notes (is a way to study)

Included terms Semantic Relationship Cover Term
vaging you snoring 

booking you 

telling you troubles is a way to bother you

getting on your nerves

It should be pointed out that all references to w ho  bothers a tramp were 
eliminated . The domain consists o f a ct io n s , or things people do that bother 
tramps. Later, when we d iscuss com ponential analysis, we will see that the 
other information (such as who bothers tramps and where they are bothered ) 
will becom e important.

The first four step s in domain analysis lead  d irectly to a set o f ethno
graphic hypotheses. In  the first exam ple we have generated  the following 
hypotheses about tramp cu ltu re: 1

1. That tramps recognize a folk domain (category) called  k inds o f  f lo p s .
2. That each of the included term s (box car, m ortar box, etc.) is recog

nized by tramps as a mem ber of this domain (kinds o f flops).
3. That this domain has additional included terms yet to be d iscovered .



In cases where the ethnographer only identifies a cover term or included 
term s, bu t not both , the first or second  hypotheses above can still be made, 
but in modified form . From  earlier exam p les, I would hypothesize that 
tramps recognize a folk domain that includ es t ra m p , but that the name of 
that domain remains to be d iscovered . Also, that tramps recognize a folk 
domain, k inds o f  t ro u b le, but any included  terms are yet to be d iscovered .

H ypotheses such as these must be tested . The ethnographer cannot as
sume the truth o f such assertions without reviewing field notes, making 
observations, and checking with inform ants. Bu t before any of these hy
p otheses can be tested , we must carefu lly formulate the questions that can 
either confirm or d isconfirm them . This leads us to the next step  in domain 
analysis.

S t ep  Fi v e: Fo rm u la t e s t ru ct u ra l  qu es t io n s  f o r  ea ch  d o m a in . Structu ral 
qu estions were first identified in Step  Tw o as tools for d iscovering informa
tion about a folk domain. These specially designed ethnographic questions 
enable the ethnographer to elicit from an inform ant such items as cover 
term s and included  term s. Eventu ally we can d iscover the boundary of any 
particu lar folk domain. Stru ctu ral questions are also specifically designed to 
test the ethnographic hypotheses that have emerged  from domain analysis. 
In  the next chap ter we will d iscu ss the m ajor types o f stru ctu ral questions.

A stru ctu ral question makes use of the sem antic relationship  of a domain 
and term s from  either one side or the other o f the relationship  (either the 
cover term  or an included term ). In  ord er to form ulate a structu ral question, 
the ethnographer must first know the way in which questions are asked  in the 
cultu re studied. Then , taking the basic inform ation from  domain analysis, we 
simply rewrite it as a question. Let’s look again at ou r exam ples from tramp 
cu ltu re. I hypothesized  that k inds o f  f l o p s  was the name of one domain. 
This can be rew ritten  as a question: “ Are there d ifferent kinds of flop s?” If 
an informant responds positively to this question (yes, there are d ifferent 
kinds of flops) then the hypothesis is confirmed . If an informant responds 
negatively, it has been  d isconfirmed (with this inform ant). If confirmed, I 
would formulate a second  kind of stru ctu ral question: “ What are all the 
d ifferent kinds o f flop s?” By rep eated ly asking this qu estion, I could  elicit all 
the included  term s known to inform ants.

When the ethnographer begins to rewrite s t a t em en t s  a bo u t  dom a ins  into 
qu es t io n s  a bo u t  d o m a in s  (stru ctu ral qu estions), it often  becom es necessary 
to revise earlier form ulations. For  exam p le, I hypothesized  the domain w ay s 
to b o t h er y o u . Bu t when we try to rewrite this as a structu ral question (“ Are 
there d ifferent ways to bother you ?” ) it is immed iately apparent that it lacks 
contextu al inform ation. It can be rew ritten  in more meaningful ways, each of 
which implies a revision o f how the domain is stated : (1) Are there d ifferent 
ways that tramps bother tram ps? (X is a way to bother tram ps) and (2) Are



there d ifferent ways that people bother tramps? (X is a way that people 
bother tram ps.) Although I have the intuitive feeling that these add itional 
questions will tap my inform ants’ knowledge o f the original domain, I will 
also have to test these questions to see if they are meaningful to inform ants.

S t ep  S i x : M a k e a list  o f  all h y p o t h es iz ed  d o m a in s . The goal o f a domain 
analysis is twofold : to identify native categories o f thought and to gain a 
preliminary overview  o f the cultural scene you are studying. The first five 
steps in making a domain analysis should be repeated  to expand  the list o f 
domains. At first this appears to be an end less task, but the number o f 
domains are limited  and soon you will have identified  many o f the m ajor 
domains your informant has talked  abou t thus far. In ord er to gain an 
overview  o f the cultural scene and select domains for more intensive study, 
make a sep arate list o f all the domains you  have hypothesized . The following 
list is an exam ple of som e domains from  an ethnographic study o f Collier’s 
Encyclop ed ia salesp eop le.5

DOMAIN SEMANTIC RELATION STRUCTURAL QUESTION
Kinds of presentations X is a kind of Y Are there different kinds of 

presentations?
Kinds of training classes X is a kind of Y What are all the different 

kinds of training 
classes?

Kinds of Welcome Colliers 
signs

X is a kind of Y What are all the kinds of 
Welcome Colliers signs?

Parts of an area X is a part of Y What are all the parts of an 
area?

Parts of a presentation Xis a part of Y What are all the parts of a 
presentation?

Parts of a contract X is a part of Y What are all the parts of a 
contract?

Results of missing the wife Xis a result of Y What are all the results of 
missing the wife?

Results of getting 
enthused

X is a result of Y What are all the results of 
getting enthused?

Results of getting negative X is a result of Y What are all the results of 
getting negative?

Reasons forgetting 
negative

X is a reason for Y What are all the reasons for 
getting negative?

Reasons for summer 
contest

X is a reason for Y What are all the reasons for 
the summer contest?

Reasons for keeping a 
door record

X is a reason for Y What are all the reasons for 
keeping a door record?

Reasons for cherry picking X is a reason for Y What are all the reasons for 
cherry picking?



Places to find hidden clues X is a place to Y

Places to get a triple X is a place to Y

Places for pickup points X is a place for Y

Uses for briefcases X is a use for Y

Uses for broadsides X is a use for Y

Ways to get enthused X is a way to Y

Ways to give a qualifier X is a way to Y

Ways to do a close X is a way to Y

Ways to knock X is a way to Y

Stages in retraining X is a stage in Y

Stages in closing a deal X is a stage in Y

Stages in a year X is a stage in Y

Stages in selling books X is a stage in Y

What are all the places to 
find hidden clues?

What are all the places to 
get a triple?

What are all the places for 
pickup points?

What are all the uses for 
briefcases?

What are all the uses for 
broadsides?

What are all the ways to get 
enthused?

What are all the ways to 
give a qualifier?

What are all the ways to do 
a close?

What are all the ways to 
knock?

What are all the stages in 
retraining?

What are all the stages in 
closing a deal?

What are all the stages in a 
year?

What are all the stages in 
selling books? * 1

In this chap ter we have exam ined  p roced ures for d iscovering domains and 
cu ltu rally relevant structu ral qu estions. These p roced u res, called  domain 
analysis, consist o f six in terrelated  step s:

1. Selecting a single sem antic relationship
2. Preparing a domain analysis work sheet
3. Selecting a sample o f inform ant statem ents
4. Search ing for possible cover term s and included  terms that appropriately 

fit the sem antic relationship .
5. Formulating structu ral questions for each  domain
6. Making a list o f all hypothesized  domains

In  ord er to p roceed  with the next steps in the Developmental Research  
Sequ ence it is necessary to carry out a system atic domain analysis using all 
in terview  data collected  to d ate. Domain analysis is not a once-for-all p roce
dure; it must be repeated  as new data are collected  through interviews. 
Every few  weeks throughout a research  p roject, the ethnographer will want 
to use these p roced ures to find new domains.



TASKS
6.1 Following the steps presented in this chapter, conduct a thorough domain 

analysis on all material collected from ethnographic interviews to date.
6.2 Make a summary list of all hypothesized domains discovered and review 

it to ascertain possible domains for further research.
6.3 Conduct an ethnographic interview using primarily descriptive ques 

tions, but introduce several structural questions to further explore sev 
eral domains.
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1. To  id en tify  the  va rio u s  k in d s  of s tructu ra l q u estio ns.
2. To  learn  h ow  to use structu ra l q u estio n s  in e th n o g ra p h ic  in ter 

v iew s .
3. To  test h y p o th e s ize d  d o m a in s  an d  d is c o v e r a d d itio n a l in 

c lu d e d  term s for those  d o m a in s  by ask in g  structura l questions.

Let us review  briefly where the Developmental Research  
Sequ ence has brought us. We began with three preparatory 
steps: (1) Locating an inform ant; (2) Interview ing an infor
mant; and (3) Making an ethnographic record . With Step 
Fou r the actual ethnographic in terview s began by (4) Asking 
d escrip tive qu estions. Using the sample o f language col
lected  from this in terview , we went on to the next step, 
which introduced  strategies for (5) Analyzing ethnographic 
in terview s. This was follow ed by (6) Making a domain analy
sis, following the steps outlined  in the last chap ter. This 
analysis resulted  in structu ral qu estions which will be em 
ployed in fu ture in terview s. By following the steps thus far, 
you have selected  an inform ant, cond ucted  three ethno
graphic in terview s, and und ertaken an in-depth analysis to 
d iscover the folk categories into which the culture is di
vided. We are now ready to test these hypothesized  folk 
categories (d om ains) and d iscover additional included 
term s. In the last in terview  with an informant you intro
duced several structu ral qu estions. In this chap ter I want to 
exam ine several important interviewing principles the 
ethnographer should follow  in asking this type o f question. 
Then I will p resent all the d ifferent types of structu ral ques
tions.

PRINCIPLES FOR ASKING STRUCTURAL QUESTIONS

Stru ctu ral questions need  to be adapted  to each  individual 
inform ant, meshed  with other kinds of qu estions, and skill
fully repeated  over and over again. Each  o f the following 
principles will serve as guides for using structu ral questions.

Concurrent Principle

Ask structu ral questions con cu rren t ly  with descriptive 
qu estions. They com plem ent rather than rep lace descrip tive
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questions. Although the Developmental Research  Sequ ence goes from de
scrip tive questions to stru ctu ral questions to con trast qu estions, the ethnog
rapher never p roceed s from d escrip tive to stru ctu ral to con trast in t erv iew s . 
Descrip tive questions will make up part o f every in terview . From  this point 
on, structural questions will also find their way into every in terview . And 
beginning with Step  N ine, con trast qu estions will becom e part o f each 
interview. Ind eed , with new inform ants from  the same cu ltural scen e, an 
experienced  ethnographer will make use o f all types of ethnographic qu es
tions alm ost from  the start.

The concu rrent principle means that it is best to a lt erna t e the various 
types of questions in each in terview . For  exam p le, the following sequ ence 
shows how this might o ccu r :1

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Yo u  m en tioned  th at th e d eaf u se d ifferen t w ays to com m u n icate.
What are some of these? (Structural question) 

in f o r m a n t : Yes, they can use writing, lipreading, sign language like ASL or signed 
English, and pantomiming. (Included terms) 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Can you give me an example of signed English? (Descriptive 
question)

in f o r m a n t : Oh, yes. Like you might sign, I will go to the store, using signs for all 
the words in English and also indicating the future tense, will go. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Can you tell me more about signed English: when people use it, 
how deaf people feel about it, and maybe your experience using it? (Descriptive 
question)

in f o r m a n t : Well, most really deaf people leam ASL and some have trouble with 
signed English. Most times you can tell when it’s a hearing person using sign 
because they use Signed English. That’s what they always used when I went to 
school with hearing kids, but at home we used ASL. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Let’s go back to the other ways to communicate. You said that ASL, 
signed English, writing, lipreading, and pantomiming were all ways to communi
cate. Can you think of any other ways the deaf use to communicate? (Structural 
question)

in f o r m a n t : Oh, yes. There’s speaking. Some deaf use that, and then there’s Qued 
Speech, that’s something developed by a professor at Gallaudet College. (Included 
terms)

Alternating questions is d ifferent from  simply including each type of 
question in an in terview ; they are thoroughly mixed  together in an alm ost 
random fashion. This will not only keep  an informant from becom ing bored , 
but it relieves any anxiety created  by the test-like-effect o f stru ctu ral and 
contrast questions. Take a question like “ Can you tell me all the d ifferent 
kinds of ca rs?” Most o f us would immediately feel overwhelmed if asked  
this question. H ow ever, by asking, “ What are som e o f the d ifferent kinds of 
cars?” and by in terspersing answ ers with d escrip tive questions about the 
cars one has ow ned, the cars owned by friend s, and the cars one would like



to own, the task becom es easier. The concu rrent principle is a guide to 
making interviews as much like friend ly conversations as possible.

Explanation Principle

Structu ral questions often  requ ire an exp lanation. Although ord inary con 
versation is sprinkled  with structu ral questions in one form  or another (What 
kind o f car did you buy? What kinds of cars have you thought about 
bu ying?), they are not as com m on as descrip tive qu estions. In a sense, the 
ethnographer moves fu rther away from  the friend ly conversation when 
introducing structu ral qu estions. Unless informants understand  this, a struc
tural question may take them off guard and limit their response. Consider 
two exam ples drawn from a study of ballet cu ltu re; each  exam ple uses the 
same structu ral qu estion, but one does not include an exp lanation .2

1. What are all the d ifferent kinds of exercises you do in ballet class?
2. We’ve been  talking about your ballet classes and you ’ve mentioned some 

of the d ifferent exercises you do in class. N ow , I want to ask you a 
slightly d ifferent kind of question. I ’m in terested  in getting a list of all the 
d ifferent kinds o f exercises done in class or at least all the ones you have 
done since you started  taking ballet. This might take a little tim e, but I ’d 
like to know all the d ifferent typ es, what you would call them.

The second  exam ple will assist informants to respond far more than the first 
one. Som etim es an ethnographer can go fu rther and explain the purpose of 
gathering a long list o f included term s. Consid er the following example from 
a study of Collier’s Encyclop ed ia salesp eop le:3

e t h n o g r a p h e r : I’ve learned from other salespeople that certain phrases or sayings 
are used pretty often, like “ Hooray for Colliers!” Would you use that phrase? 

in f o r m a n t : Oh, yes, all the time.
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, if I’m going to understand the meaning of phrases like this, 

what they mean to you and other salespeople, I need to go into this whole area in 
depth. First, I’d like to know all the different phrases that are used frequently when 
you’re with other salespeople. After we get a list of all the different ones we can go 
back over them and find out how each kind is different from the others. O.K., let’s 
begin. Can you tell me some different phrases I would hear from Colliers sales
people when they are together?

in f o r m a n t : Well, there is “ Hooray for Colliers,” “ Rock ’em and sock ’em,” 
“ Fantastic,” “ I’m enthused,” and “ Are we oysters or are we eagles?”

Native-language exp lanations are esp ecially im portant when asking struc
tural questions (see Step  Tw o). The ethnographer merely p refaces the 
structu ral questions with a reminder like “ I ’m in terested  in the way you and 
other ballet d ancers refer to exercises, what you would call them in class.”



Or, in asking about exercises, one might include the word n a m e . “ What are 
the names you would use for all the d ifferent kinds o f exercises?” Infor
mants need continual reminders that the ethnographer wants to understand  
their ordinary language.

Explaining the nature o f structu ral questions will often take the form  of 
exam ples. For  instance, the ethnographer can take some fam iliar domain, 
possibly one shared  with the inform ant, and use that as an exam ple to make 
clear the nature of a structu ral question. In a study o f a large midw estem 
costum e shop, a structu ral question could  be introduced  in the following 
way:4

I’m interested in all the different kinds of masquerade wear (folk term for costumes) 
that you rent to customers. Now, if I asked you, are there different kinds of trees, 
you could probably think of some, like pine tree, an oak, and a birch. Either of us 
could list a lot of trees. But you have learned to recognize many different kinds of 
masquerade wear, and I’ve never heard of most of them. In fact, I’d probably call 
them all cost um es. Can you list as many different kinds of masquerade wear as you 
can think of?

Another type o f exam p le, one used alm ost all the tim e, repeats the in
cluded terms already d iscovered . I make it a rule never to ask a structu ral 
question without repeating at least some of the included term s (if I know 
them) for the inform ant. This serves to make clear what I want to know and 
it jogs the memory of the inform ant. H ere are two typical structu ral ques
tions which include this repetition of included  terms:

1. I ’m interested  in knowing all the d ifferent ways the d eaf use to communi
cate. You  mentioned  A S L , s ign ed  En gl i s h , p a n t o m im in g , s p ea k in g , Q u ed  
S p eech , and w rit ing. Can you think of any other ways the d eaf use to 
com m unicate?

2. We’ve talked  about your classroom  and all the things you do their during 
school. Now, I’d like to ask you a d ifferent kind of question about all the 
parts o f the room , so I can get them clear. You  said there was the 
doorw ay  y where you com e in; and th ere’s the b la ck bo a rd , that’s a part of 
the room. And the rea d in g cen t er , and the bullet in  b o a rd . Can you think 
of any other parts o f the classroom ?

By listing several known included  term s in this manner, most informants 
immediately recall additional term s. One such example speaks more clearly 
than several exp lanations.

Repetition Principle

Structu ral questions must be repeated  many times to elicit all the included 
terms o f a folk domain. Take the exam ple o f kinds of flops. This large



domain was exp lored  by the question “ What are all the d ifferent kinds of 
flop s?” N ever once did an informant volu nteer all the more than one hun
dred d ifferent types in answ er to this single question. For  one thing, most 
informants did not believe I could  possibly want to know all the types. More 
im portant, they cou ld n’t recall them all. By repeating the question many 
times during an interview (“ Can you think of any other flops?” ) and during 
many d ifferent in terview s, I was able to assist informants to remem ber the 
en tire list.

In his study of plants (folk botany) among the Haunoo in the Phillippines, 
Harold  Conklin found that informants knew nearly 1400 types of plants. To 
elicit all the names in this folk domain required  great ingenuity to think 
o f ways to vary the question and to repeat it under many d ifferent circum 
stances (Conklin 1954).

One reason for asking structu ral questions concu rrently with descriptive 
questions is to redu ce the bored om and ted iousness that com e with constant 
repetition. The goal in all this rep etition is to exhaustively elicit the folk 
terms in a domain, to d iscover all the included term s known to informants. 
Only then can the ethnographer p roceed  to find the d ifferences and similari
ties among the domain m em bers.

Context principle

When asking structu ral qu estions, provide the informant with contextual 
inform ation. This p laces the informant in the setting where the domain is 
relevant. For  exam ple, a brief structu ral question like “ Can you think of 
any other kinds of flop s?” was effective for som eone whom I had previously 
asked  numerous structu ral questions about flops. H ow ever, it was not effec
tive for a new inform ant. When a stru ctu ral question o f this sort is first 
introd uced , the following kind of contextu al inform ation is requ ired .

e t h n o g r a p h e r : I’ve learned from other tramps that one thing tramps do when they 
travel is make a flop. Is that right? Is making a flop something common among 
tramps?

in f o r m a n t : Yes, they’re always lookin’ for a flop, especially when you’re on the 
road.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : I suppose that as you travel from one town to another you have 
come across a lot of different kinds of flops? 

in f o r m a n t : Sure have. One time in Chattanooga, I made a flop in a mortar box, 
in an old filling station. And some guys make a flop in a hotel lobby or the toilet of an 
old hotel.
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, I’m interested in finding out about all the different kinds of 

flops that tramps make use of. Not only the ones you have used, but those used by 
tramps you have talked to. Do tramps ever talk about the flops they make? 

in f o r m a n t : Yes, they talk about that a lot, ’cause making a flop is one of the most 
important things to a tramp. You often see a guy on the skid and you know he’s



either trying to make a jug or trying to make a flop. He might be panhandling or 
something but he’s trying to make a flop. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : O.K., now let’s go back to my earlier question and I’d like to write 
down as many kinds of flops as you can tell me about. What are all the different 
kinds of flops that you know about? I realize there may be a lot and if you can’t 
think of them all now, that is O.K. We can come back to it later, but why don’t you 
start with the ones you can think of?

Consider another exam ple which recreates the con texts in which an in
formant would normally use the information desired .

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Colliers salespeople often work together and you attend a lot of 
meetings with other salespeople, right?

in f o r m a n t : Oh, yes. We’re together almost every day, either on the road or in 
training classes or meetings.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, from what others have said and from what you have told me, 
when salespeople are together, they often use short phrases, things that might get 
people ready to sell or keep them going even when times are tough. Like “ Hooray 
Colliers!”

in f o r m a n t : (Laughs) Sure, you hear things like that all the time. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, if I went out selling with a group and we were all together in 

the car, say just arriving at a place where we would sell, what kinds of sayings or 
phrases that people repeat a lot would I hear? If you can’t think of them all, that’s 
fine, we can come back to it later, but why don’t you tell me the ones you can think 
of.

Adding contextual information expands a structu ral question. It aids 
greatly in recall and will avoid  the p roblem o f making an informant feel he is 
being tested  with a series o f short qu estions. The series of structu ral qu es
tions generated  from a  domain analysis are not the same as a questionnaire 
that lists a series o f qu estions. They are not even the same as a set o f 
questions one might prepare for an interview  guide, questions to be asked  
one after the other. Rather, structu ral qu estions must be seen as tools, each 
to be adapted to particu lar inform ants, each  used over and over to exhau s
tively exp lore a folk domain. Providing contextu al inform ation is merely one 
way to better adapt an extrem ely useful tool to the interview  situation.

Cultural Framework Principle

The ethnographer must phrase structu ral questions in cultural as well as 
personal term s.5 In a previous exam ple the question was asked  in both  ways:

P ers o n a l : What are all the d ifferent kinds o f flops that y ou  know abou t? 
Cult u ra l : I ’m in terested  in finding out abou t all the d ifferent kinds of flops 

that t ram ps  make use of.



It is often  easier for an informant to begin responding to questions about his 
or her own personal exp erience. “ What are the kinds o f masquerade wear 
that you have rented  to cu stom ers?” “ What are all the kinds of d rinks you 
have served  at Brad y’s Ba r?” Bu t before exhausting the information known 
to an inform ant, it is im portant to rephrase qu estions in cultural terms. 
“ What are all the drinks served  at Brad y’s?” “ What are all the kinds of 
masquerade wear a person could  possibly rent at the store?” Som etim es an 
informant needs to be reminded  that they know about the exp eriences of 
others: “ You  have heard from  other w aitresses about the hassles they have, 
I ’m su re. I ’d like to know , not only the ones you know about from personal 
exp erience, but all the ways that w aitresses might get hassled , all the ways 
you can recall from  what others have told you or what you have seen .” 

As we now d iscu ss the d ifferent kinds of stru ctu ral qu estions, keep in 
mind that their exact form will change as you follow  the concu rrent princi
ple, the exp lanation p rincip le, the rep etition p rincip le, the con text principle, 
and the cultural fram ew ork principle.

KINDS OF STRUCTURAL QUESTIONS

There are five m ajor types o f structu ral questions and several subtypes 
(Figu re 7.1). Although some serve d ifferent fu nctions, most rep resent alter
native ways to verify the existence o f a folk domain or to elicit folk terms 
included  in a folk domain. With som e informants I have used all five types of 
qu estions; with others, a particu lar structu ral question works better than 
others. The ethnographer must be sensitive to individual responses to each 
type o f qu estion, using those best suited  to each inform ant.

1. Verification Questions

Verification questions ask an informant to confirm or d iscontinu  hypothe
ses about a folk domain. They provide the informant with information and a 
request for a yes or no answ er. Le t’s say I have hypothesized  that a ho t el

FIGURE 7.1 Kinds of Structural Questions 1

1. Verification Questions
1.1. Domain Verification Questions
1.2. Included Term Verification Questions
1.3. Semantic Relationship Verification Questions
1.4. Native-Language Verification Questions

2. Cover Term Questions
3. Included Term Questions
4. Substitution Frame Questions
5. Card Sorting Structural Questions



lobby  and an alley  are both kinds o f flops. I can confirm or d iscontinu  this 
hypothesis by asking, “ Is a hotel lobby a kind o f flop? Is an alley a kind of 
flop?” In addition to asking verification qu estions about terms d iscovered  
during domain analysis, the ethnographer also seeks to verify those elicited  
d irectly from inform ants. If an informant gives a long list o f items in re
sponse to a question during one in terview , it is important to begin the next 
interview with a verification question. For  exam ple, one might say, “ During 
our last talk you told me many o f the d ifferent kinds o f masquerade wear. I ’d 
like to go over the ones you told me, ju st  to qu ickly see if I have them all 
correct. You  would say that an im als  are one kind of masquerade wear? 
Clow n t h in gs? Ea s t ern  co s t u m e s i  T h irt ies- t y pe s t o ck ? T iger s u i t i  Gorilla  
s u i t i  S u p erm a n ?” After each  question informants should respond yes or no 
to indicate whether the term s belong to the domain.

1.1 D om ain  Verif ica t ion  Q u es t io n s . This type o f question seeks to verify 
the existence of a domain for which the ethnographer has hypothesized  a 
cover term. It takes the follow ing form : “ Are there d ifferent kinds of Y ’s?” 
(Y is a cover term .)

In her study o f midwest ju n ior high school teach ers, Gregory (1976) 
hypothesized  the cover term k inds o f  gro u p s . H er informant confirmed this 
hypothesis by an affirmative answ er to the verification question: “ Are there 
d ifferent kinds of groups here at Midwest Ju n ior H igh?”  It is also possible to 
confirm domains by examining interview  data or other field notes. If infor
mants make d irect reference to the existence o f d ifferent kinds of groups, 
one can move on to other kinds of structu ral qu estions. For  exam p le, from 
participant observation Starr  knew that people recognized  d ifferent ethnic 
groups in Lebanon (1978). He merely started  asking, “ What kinds of groups 
are there in Leban on ?” Peop le responded  to this query with folk term s like 
M o slem s , A law i , K u rd s , Ja p a n es e , and f o reign ers . This confirmed the folk 
domain and also led to included  term s.

1.2. In clu d ed  T erm  V erif ica t ion  Q u es t io n s . This type of question seeks to 
verify whether one or more term s are included in a domain. It takes the 
form “ Is X a kind of flop ?” or “ Is X a way to hassle w aitresses?” One could  
verify the ethnic groups from the last exam ple by asking, “ Are Moslem s a 
kind of group in Leban on ?” This type of structu ral question assumes that 
both a cover term and one or more included  terms are known to the 
ethnographer.

1.3. S em a n t ic R ela t ionsh ip  Verifica t ion  Q u es t io n s . The ethnographer may 
have hypothesized  a domain on the basis o f some universal sem antic rela
tionship which informants find awkward . For  this reason it is often n eces
sary to test the appropriateness of the way a sem antic relation is exp ressed . 
For exam ple, although k inds o f  gro u p s  might be the best way to exp ress the



relationship  for people at Mid west Ju n ior High, this can be tested . You  could 
ask, “ How would most teachers say it, that adm inistrators are a kind of 
group? Or that ad ministrators are one grou p?” You  can ask d irectly in many 
cases: “ Would tramps ever say, ‘a  hotel lobby is a kind of flop?’ ” Some 
sem antic relationships requ ire testing more than others. For  exam ple, in 
studying a school classroom  one might hypothesize that there are d ifferent 
parts o f a classroom . “ Would you say, ‘d ifferent p a rt s  o f  a cl a s s T  ” This 
might lead to the resp onse, “ N o, there are d ifferent p la ces  in a cla s s ."  I 
might search  for several possible sem antic relations which would express a 
domain, then ask, “ Would it be better to say that a bulletin board is part of 
the classroom  or a p lace in the classroom ?” Som etim es an informant will 
say, “ Either one is O K ,”  suggesting two closely related  domains or two ways 
to exp ress the same relationship . By emphasizing the sem antic relationship, 
the ethnographer can qu ickly gain the help of an informant to identify the 
most appropriate phrase.

1 .4 . N a t iv e- L a n gu a ge Verif ica t ion  Q u es t io n s . No m atter how long one has 
interviewed  an inform ant, the tend ency to translate never d isappears. For 
this reason it is necessary to continually verify whether a particular term is a 

fo lk  t erm  rather than a t ransla t ion  created  for the benefit o f the ethnog
rapher. Native-language verification qu estions take the form “ Is this a term
you would u se?” or “ Would most tramps usually s a y ______when talking
with other tram p s?”  Consid er the follow ing exam ple o f how a native-lan
guage verification question might be used to d iscover if the phrase p la ces  
to s l eep  is a translation o f a native folk term :

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Tram p s h ave a lot of d ifferen t p laces th ey can  make a flop , is 
th at righ t?”

in f o r m a n t : Ye s . You  can  sleep  in a b ox ca r  o r  at th e Sally o r  in a floph ouse. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Are th ere an y oth er p laces?
in f o r m a n t : Ye s , you  can  sleep  in a hotel lob b y, a wind ow  well, th ere m ust be 

d ozen s o f  o th er p laces to sleep . 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : W h at wou ld  you  call all th ese p laces? 
in f o r m a n t : Well, th ey ’re ju s t  all p laces to sleep ? 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Wou ld  tram p s eve r  call th em  f l o p s l
in f o r m a n t : Oh yes! T h a t’s th e term  we wou ld  alw ays u se. I ’m tryin g to m ake a flop, 

or I had a good  flop last n igh t.

It may seem  an unimportant d istinction made betw een p la ces  to s leep  and 
a f l o p . H ow ever, our assumption is that people cod e and store information 
about their exp erience by using highly salient folk term s. Certainly one 
attribu te off lo p  is that it is a p lace to sleep , but that is not synonymous with 

f l o p . If you ask, “ What are all the p laces a tramp can sleep ?” you will not 
elicit all the term s in a folk domain about flops. Even  if the two terms were 
synonymous, it is our assumption that recall will be much more exhaustive



by using folk term s most fam iliar to the inform ant. Native-language veri
fication questions about domains will be in tersp ersed  throughout every 
interview, for they allow the ethnographer to ch eck on the tend ency of most 
informants to translate.

2. Cover Term Questions

This type of structu ral question is the one most frequently used. It can be 
asked  whenever you have a cover term . H ere is a list o f exam ples:

Kinds of bulls 
Kinds o f groups

Ways to get tips

Step s in making a sale

Are there d ifferent kinds of bu lls?
Are there d ifferent kinds o f groups 

at Midw est Ju n ior High?
Are there d ifferent ways to get 

tips?
What are all the d ifferent steps in 

making a sale o f encyclop ed ias?

When your informant answ ers such qu estions affirm atively, it is easy to 
continue asking, “ Could you tell me what some of them a re?” or “ Can you 
think of any oth ers?” If you r informant answ ers in the negative, it may 
ind icate that you do not have a cover term or that it is an area outside 
your inform ants’ knowledge.

3. Included Term Questions

Every folk domain has two or more included term s. Som etim es these 
su rface before you have d iscovered  the cover term  for the domain (if it 
exists). For exam ple, a clerk at the costum e shop might say, “ I rented  so 
many things today—Peter Pan, Robin  H ood , Raggedy Andy, Little Lord  
Fauntleroy, and a bunch of oth ers.” You  could  then ask the following 
questions:

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Are P e te r  Pan , Rob in  H ood , Ragged y An d y, and  Little  Lord  
Fau n tleroy all th e sam e k ind o f  th ing? 

in f o r m a n t : Ye s , th ey ’re all k inds o f  m iscellan eou s ch a racte r  costu m es. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Are th ere an y oth er k inds of m iscellan eou s ch a racte r  costu m es?

Included term questions are often awkward  to ask. If you only have one 
term, they may confuse your informant: “ Is rainy w eather a reason  for 
something? Is panhandling a way to som eth ing?” For  this reason , it is 
probably best to reserve these questions for  tim es when you have collected  
several term s, which by their use you  are sure belong in the same domain.



4. Substitution Frame Questions

Substitu tion fram es are a way to ask structu ral qu estions. They are con 
stru cted  from a normal statem ent used by an inform ant. One term is re
moved from the sentence and an informant is asked  to subst i t u t e other 
meaningful term s. Here is a sample substitu tion frame:

1. Original statem ent: You  find bulls in the bu cket.
2. Substitu tion fram e: You  fin d --------- in the bu cket.
3. Substitu tion frame question: Can you think of any other terms that might 

go in that sen tence?
4. Resp onses: (a) You  find drunk s  in the bu cket.

(b) You  find t urnk ey s  in the bu cket.
(c) You  find t rust ies  in the bu cket.

Obviously, these three kinds o f people could have been d iscovered  by 
asking a cover term  question: What are all the d ifferent kinds of people in the 
bu cket. H ow ever, under some cond itions, substitu tion fram es are more 
effective. Becau se they do not alter the original u tterance, they may be 
easier for informants to u se. At one point in my research  with tramps I 
becam e interested  in knowing about relationship s betw een bulls and tramps. 
I began with a single informant sentence: “ Som etim es a bull will hit a tramp 
for no reason at a ll.” This led  to two substitu tion fram es. (1) Som etim es a
bull w ill--------- a tramp for no reason at all, and (2) Som etim es a bull will hit
a t r a m p -------------------. The first fram e elicited  things like, t ak e sh o es  to,
bus t , p in ch , b rea k  a bo t t le o v er, etc. The second  fram e elicited  things like 
b eca u s e h e 's  dow n on y o u , b eca u s e h e t hink s y o u 're go in g to f igh t , b eca u s e  
h e 's  h a d  a h a rd  day .

When using substitu tion fram es the same sentence has numerous pos
sibilities, but it is best to make the sentences short and simple, with a single 
term  removed for substitu tion. One o f the best strategies for asking substitu 
tion fram e questions is to write the original sen tence out on a p iece of paper. 
Then , write it again ju st  below the first one, but insert a blank for the words 
you have removed. This visual rep resentation makes it easy for an informant 
to fill in the blank with appropriate term s.

5. Card Sorting Structural Questions6

Stru ctu ral questions alm ost always elicit a list o f folk term s. A particular 
list may begin quite small but often it grow s, making it d ifficult for infor
mants. Writing terms on card s helps to elicit, verify, and d iscu ss a domain. 
For  exam p le, I wrote all the d ifferent kinds of tramps on card s. Then I 
placed  these card s in front o f an informant and asked , “ Are these all kinds of 
tram p s?” This verification question was made easier by the use of card s.



Card sorting can occu r in several ways. After I had collected  a list o f many 
d ifferent things that bulls could  do to tramps, I wrote the terms on card s. 
Then I gave the pack of card s to an informant (nearly fifty card s) and asked , 
“ Which o f these would a t u rnk ey  (one kind of bull) d o?” “ Which o f these 
would a ra gp ick er (another kind of bull) d o?” If you have collected  a 
number o f terms that appear to go in the same domain, writing them on card s 
and asking informants to sort out the ones which are all the same kind o f 
thing qu ickly leads to finding the boundary o f a folk domain.

I have found it useful to write cover terms on a card  of one color, included  
terms on cards o f another color. As new included terms are d iscovered  
during an in terview , they can be written on a separate card  and placed  
beneath the cover term . This gives informants a visual sense o f the relation 
ships among the folk terms you are investigating and enables them to 
cooperate more fully.

Structu ral qu estions all fu nction to exp lore the organization of an infor
mant’s cultural knowledge. They lead the ethnographer to d iscover and 
verify the p resence of folk domains, cover term s for  these domains, and the 
included term s. By using structu ral qu estions, the ethnographer does not 
need to impose analytic categories to organize the data from interview s or 
participant observation. Ethnography is more than finding out what people 
know; it also involves d iscovering how people have organized  that knowl
edge.

Tasks
7.1 Prepare, in writing, structural questions of each type for several domains. 

Prepare explanations for these questions.
7.2 Conduct an ethnographic interview using structural questions to verify 

terms already collected and to collect terms for new domains. (Alternate 
with descriptive questions.)

7.3 Prepare a list of all verified domains with cover terms and included terms.
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1. To s e le c t a te n ta tiv e  focus for in -d ep th  an a lys is .
2. To u n d ers tan d  fo lk  ta x o n o m ie s  an d  how  th ey  o rg a n iz e  do  

m ains.
3. To learn  how  to do a ta x o n o m ic  ana lys is .
4. To construc t a  fo lk  taxo n o m y for one or m ore d o m ain s  by 

fo llo w in g  the  s teps for do in g  ta x o n o m ic  an a lys is .

By following the steps in the Developmental Research  Se
qu ence you have now identified many d ifferent domains in 
the cu ltural scene you selected  for study. Through four 
ethnographic in terview s, in which you have asked  both de
scrip tive and structu ral qu estions, you  have elicited  a grow
ing body o f cultu ral inform ation. In  com bination with do
main analysis, these qu estions have begun to unravel the 
meaning system  o f the cu ltu ral scene in its own term s. You  
have p robably also becom e keenly aware o f the fact that to 
study all the relationships among all the folk terms in this 
cultural scene rep resents an enormous task. A com plete and 
exhaustive ethnography, even for a rather limited cultural 
scene, would take years o f intensive research . All ethnog
raphers, w hether studying the way of life in an Eskim o 
village or a Bushman band , or investigating a limited cultural 
scene in a large city, must limit their investigation in some 
way. Som e asp ects o f the cu ltu re will have to be studied 
more exhaustively than others. In  this chap ter I want to 
d iscuss how to limit the scope o f ethnography and then 
move on to the next step in making an in-depth analysis of 
meaning for a few  selected  domains.

SELECTING A TENTATIVE FOCUS

We can gain a better persp ective on the nature o f ethno
graphic research  through a simple analogy. Imagine for a 
moment that a cu ltu ral scene is like a ship with a crew , 
supplies, a cargo, and a d estination. Working together the 
crew  carries out routine tasks, keeps the ship on cou rse, 
adapts to storms or other hazards at sea, and engages in 
many other daily activities. The crew  has acquired  a large 
repertoire o f knowledge abou t their ship, the members of 
the crew , how to navigate, what to do in storm s, how to 
perform the various tasks to be d one, and how to fill up the
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hours o f free tim e. In  short, the crew  shares a way o f life aboard  the ship; 
their lives make sense becau se they have learned  a common system  of 
cultural sym bols.

Now, imagine that instead  o f having all these sym bols and their relation 
ships in their minds, the crew  actually stored  them  in boxes, bins, cabinets, 
trunks, lockers, and other containers scattered  everyw here abou t the ship. 
As an ethnographer, you board  the ship with the goal o f finding out what the 
crew  knows; you want to d iscover all the symbols and their relationship s, 
which crew  members use to organize their behavior and in terp ret their 
exp eriences. By listening and asking ethnographic qu estions you d iscover 
that all the sym bols (folk term s and others) are stored  in the various contain 
ers. You  find out that all the boxes and bins containing these symbols are 
n a m ed . That one is k inds o f  s t o rm s , this one is w ay s to p a s s  t im e on  w a t ch , 
and another is called  p a rt s  o f  t he s h ip . A small container in each cabin  is 
named s t ep s  in m a k in g a b ed , and a large, important container on the bridge 
is called  w ay s to n a v iga t e.

Through a carefu l domain analysis you begin to identify these boxes of 
symbols (their domians o f knowledge). Then you  formulate structu ral ques
tions and these lead to d iscovering more boxes of sym bols and also lists of 
the symbols included  in each  container. You  haven’t identified  all the con 
tainers or all the con ten ts, but you do know many o f the most important 
ones.

At this point you face a ch oice regarding fu rther research . You  can either 
carry out a s u rfa ce analy sis  o f as many domains as p ossible or you can 
conduct an in -dept h  analy sis  o f a limited  number o f domains. If you decide 
to do a su rface analysis, you  would start describing all these containers o f 
symbols based  on general d escrip tions o f each . You  would ask questions to 
find out the relationships among the various boxes, bins, cabinets, and 
lockers. For  exam p le, you would want to know about the various parts o f 
the ship, and , with a few  descrip tive and structu ral qu estions, you r infor
mants could  identify them and give you  some su rface clues to their meaning. 
“ The cap tain works in the bridge; we eat in the galley; the engine room is 
down below ; the crew  have their own cabins where they sleep ,”  etc. In 
making a su rface analysis o f the cultu ral meaning system , you  would un
doubted ly identify some cultural them es and gain many insights into the way 
of life aboard  ship. You  could  write an ethnographic d escrip tion that would 
be a t ransla t ion , one that showed outsiders the cu ltu ral meanings (as far as 
you had pursued them ) known to members o f the crew .

On the other hand , if you decided  to do an in -dep t h  analy sis  o f the cu ltural 
meaning system , you would have to stay on board  the ship for many years or 
decide on a more limited  focu s for you r research . In either case, you would 
realize that, having identified  many or all o f the boxes and bins o f symbols 
(the d om ains), you had only scratched  the su rface o f the cu ltu re. Each  
container has many d ifferent folk term s in it, and these terms are all arranged



in a myriad o f com plex relationship s. You r task would be to u n p a ck  t he 
m ea n in g stored  in each  o f the containers. By a carefu l proced ure you would 
take one box at a time and try to find out all the sym bols inside it and all the 
relationships among those sym bols. This would requ ire that you ask new 
qu estions of inform ants, that you  watch inform ants take all the items from 
each  container, and that you observe how they use these symbols in d iffer
ent situations (“ Don’t ask for meaning, ask for u se.” ).

Ethnographers have long debated  the advantages o f the in-depth and 
su rface strategies.1 Those who ad vocate the in-depth strategy argue that 
cu ltural meaning is com p lex; if we only skim the su rface we will never know 
how inform ants understand  things. It is better, they say, to study a single 
domain in tensively and without d istorting the insid er’s point of view, than to 
study many domains superficially.

Those who ad vocate studying the su rface o f cu ltural meanings argue that 
we need  to see a cu lture or cultural scene in holis t ic term s. It is the 
relationships among domains that are im portant; then later, if time allow s, 
we can com e back and exam ine each  domain in exhaustive detail. Bu t, 
becau se time and resou rces are limited , most ethnographers agree that an 
exhau stive study o f an entire cu lture will never be accom plished .

In actual p ractice, most ethnographers adopt a compromise: they study a 
few , selected  domains in dep th, while still attempting to gain a surface 
understanding o f a cu ltu re or cu ltu ral scene as a whole. In ord er to accom 
plish this we must adopt strategies for  both in-depth analysis and for a more 
holistic, su rface analysis. Actu ally, in following the steps in the Develop 
mental Research  Sequ ence, you have been doing both  kinds o f analysis. In 
the last fou r steps the emphasis has been on identifying as many containers 
on board  ship as possible. In  this step and the next two, we will d iscuss 
strategies for studying the contents o f a single container—identifying all the 
sym bols in a domain, finding subsets o f sym bols, and then d iscovering all the 
com plex relationships among the sym bols in these su bsets. Finally, in the 
last two steps we will return to a broad er persp ective o f finding the relation 
ships among domains to gain a holistic p ictu re o f the cu ltu re. This sequence 
o f research  activities, in term s o f a su rface and in-depth analysis, is shown in 
the d iagram in Figure 8.1.

It is important for every ethnographer to keep  a balance betw een these 
two strategies or styles o f research . During interviews one should ask 
questions about many d ifferent containers on board  ship; at the same time, 
part o f each  interview should focu s increasingly on unpacking the meaning in 
one or two containers. In terview s must range w idely  over many top ics; they 
must also go d eep ly  into particu lar top ics. This still leaves one question 
unanswered: how does one select a focu s for in-depth analysis? Out o f all the 
domains you have identified , which ones should you select for taxonom ic 
analysis and com ponential analysis? Whatever domains are selected , the 
choice of focu s must be t en t a t iv e. New domains that are more interesting or
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The D.R.S. steps begin with a wide focus, then with Step 7 begin to narrow for intensive 
investigation of a few selected domains. The dotted lines inside the box represent this 
change in focus; they suggest that both a narrow and wide focus occur simultaneously, 
but with more emphasis on one or the other at various stages of research.



important often emerge along the way and lead  to a shift in the focus of 
research . By constantly adding to the list o f all identified domains, you will 
be in a good position either to make a wise choice o f those you will study 
in tensively or to revise that choice along the way.

Several criteria for  tentatively selecting several domains for in-depth 
analysis may be consid ered .

1. I n fo rm a n t 's  s u gges t io n s . Som etim es inform ants will spontaneously 
say, “ You  should study what it’s like inside that ja il,’’ or “ If you really want 
to understand  Brad y’s Bar  you should study the problems w aitresses have 
with bartend ers.’’ These suggestions do not specify the p recise domains, but 
they give clues to several domains that would cover these top ics. It is 
som etim es useful to ask inform ants d irectly: “ There are so many things to 
find out abou t; which do you feel would be the most important for me to 
concen trate on in the time we have left?’’ Another way to approach infor
mants is to write the names o f most o f the domains on sep arate card s. Spread 
the card s out before your informant and ask, “ O f all these, which do you 
think is the most important for understanding what its like to be an air-traffic 
con troller?”

2. T h eo ret ica l  in t eres t . Som e folk domains relate well to the analytic 
categories o f social scien ce. Let’s say, for exam p le, that you are interested  
in the social organization of schools. You  locate several informants in a third- 
grade class and begin ethnographic in terview s. Several domains emerge 
during the first fou r interviews that you see are related  to the social organi
zation of the school. These include k inds o f  k id s , k inds o f  t ea ch ers , and k inds  
o f  gro u p s . By selecting these as a tentative focu s, you  will be able to do an 
in-depth analysis o f the social organization o f the school.

3. S t ra t egic et h n o gra p h y . In Chap ter One I d iscussed  ways in which 
ethnography can be carried  out in the service of human needs. I listed 
several m ajor problem areas in our own cu ltu re and suggested these could 
help guide the ethnographer in selecting a cu ltural scene for research . These 
same criteria may guide you now in selecting a focu s for  research in a 
particu lar cu ltural scene. For  exam ple, I decided  to focu s on k inds o f  
inm a t es  and p a rt s  o f  t he bu ck et  in ord er to d iscover the exten t to which the 
ja il was a dehumanizing exp erience for tramps. Som e domains in a culture 
offer special opportunities to carry out strategic ethnography.

4. O rgan iz ing d o m a in s . Som etim es you will d iscover a large domain that 
seem s to organize most of the cultural knowledge your informant has learned. 
Som ehow , it pulls together the relationships o f many other domains. One 
criteria for focu sing your research  is to select an organizing domain. For 
exam p le, after many months of listening to tramps talk abou t life in the 
Seattle City Jail (the bu cket), I saw that one domain, s t a ges  in m ak ing t he 
bu ck et , seemed to tie all the other information together. It provided me with a 
dynamic p erspective o f all the exp eriences tramps went through as they 
p rogressed  from the first encou n ter with a bull on the street, through their



sentencing, back into ja il to do tim e, and finally to their release when they go 
back to skid row until their next arrest. This domain then becam e the focu s 
of my research and it helped organize the final writing of the ethnography.

One final thing to keep in mind in selecting several domains for in-depth 
analysis is your research  goals. If you are a beginning ethnographer and your 
goal is primarily to learn to study cu ltural meaning from the in form ant’s 
point o f view, alm ost any domain can becom e the basis for in-depth analysis. 
In this case, you might select one you find interesting or one that your 
informant appears to want to talk abou t. If you select a domain and find that 
your informant has only limited  knowledge of it, shift to a new one for you r 
research focu s. Whatever domains are selected , you r next step  is to begin a 
taxonom ic analysis o f these domains.

FOLK TAXONOMIES2

Like a domain, a folk taxonom y is a set o f categories organized  on the 
basis o f a single sem antic relationship . All o f us have learned  scores o f folk 
taxonomies and use them every day. I stop at a d rugstore to buy a magazine, 
and without thinking I make use o f my folk taxonom y, k inds o f  m a ga z in es . 
Let’s say I want to pu rchase the latest issue o f  T im e. The magazine rack is 
full to overflowing with d ozens o f d ifferent magazines. As I scan their covers 
I notice that some are sp o rt s  m a ga z in es , others are co m ic book s  (a kind o f 
magazine), and still others are girl ie m a ga z in es  with partially clothed  fe
males on the covers. I spot U .S . N ew s  a n d  W orld  R ep o rt  and begin to look 
in that vicinity for other new s m a ga z in es , since I classify T im e in that group. 
In the same way you might use you r folk taxonom ies for kinds o f card s, 
furniture, clothes, and dozens o f other things. All involve large sets of 
categories organized  on the basis o f a single sem antic relationship .

A taxonom y d iffers from  a domain in only one resp ect: it shows the 
relationships among all the folk term s in a domain. A taxonom y reveals 
subsets o f folk term s and the way these subsets are related  to the domain as a 
whole. We can see this d ifference in the following exam ple o f a domain:

WAYS TO MAKE A JUG 
bumming
making a frisco circle 
panhandling 
making a run 
making the V.A. 
cutting in on a jug

The relationships among includ ed  term s in this domain are not shown. A 
taxonomy reveals such relationship  as shown in the following chart.



[—making a run

WAYS TO MAKE A JUG
-making the V.A. 
-bumming_____
•—cutting in on a jug

-  making a frisco circle
-  panhandling 
•— bumming

These folk term s are all ways to do som ething; in this case, ways to acquire 
an alcoholic beverage or “ju g .” Bu t some term s in this domain are more 
inclu sive, more general than others. Thu s, we see that bumming (a general 
form  o f begging) includ es three more specific kinds o f begging (panhandling, 
making a fr isco circle, and another form o f bum m ing).3

Consid er another exam ple o f a taxonom y, this time from an ethnography 
o f an actual boat used for tuna fishing. The crew s on these ships, described  by 
the anthropologist Robert Orbach (1977), are referred  to as tuna fishermen 
ox s ein er m en . They use a fishing method  known as s ein in g . An important 
part o f their cu ltural knowledge is the tu naboat itself. Each  crew member 
must know how to locate h im self on a boat, know what behavior is appro
priate for d ifferent parts o f the boat, and know how to travel from one part of 
the boat to another. Spatial knowledge like this makes up a part o f every 
cu ltu re in the world . Orbach d escribes this cu ltural domain, identifying 
nearly thirty d ifferent sp aces or p a rt s  o f  a t una bo a t . From  his descrip tion it 
is possible to identify many relationships among the included term s. We can 
constru ct a taxonom y to show the way this domain is internally organized 
(Figu re 8.2).

This taxonom y is not exhau stive, but it does show that certain  parts o f the 
boat are included  in other parts. It reveals that the meaning of d eck , for 
exam p le, is much more com plex and elaborate than the meaning of m ast . 
The concep t d eck  includ es more than tw enty more specific locations; m ast  
includes only two.

This taxonom y reveals an important featu re of all folk taxonom ies: they 
have d ifferent lev els . This one has five d ifferent levels from  the cover term, 
p a rt s  o f  a t u n a bo a t , to the most specific terms included  in the three types of 
d ecks. Som e taxonom ies have only two levels; when this is the case, there is 
little d ifference betw een the domain and the taxonom y which shows its 
structu re. For  exam p le, k inds o f  et h n o gra p h ic analy sis  is a domain from the 
cultu re of ethnographers which I have been d iscussing in this book. It 
includes fou r folk terms introduced  in Step  Five: dom ain  analy sis , 
t a x o n o m ic ana ly s is , co m p o n en t ia l  ana ly s is , and t h em e analy sis . The struc
ture of this domain can be represented  with a very simple taxonom y.

Peop le seldom talk about their folk taxonom ies in a system atic or exhaus
tive manner. We must infer this organization from what people say and do. 
We can also use structu ral questions to elicit taxonom ies. During routine 
social in teraction we only get a partial view of this kind o f structu re. 
H ow ever, we use it constantly to interp ret what people say and to communi-
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cate meaning. The following exam ple shows how such a stru ctu re is used, 
even  though it remains tacitly below the su rface. It also shows how a folk 
taxonom y is partially revealed  during an ep isod e, and how misunder
standings can arise due to lack o f taxonom ic knowledge.

On the night o f April 30, 1975, som eone broke into my garage and stole 
three bicycles. The next morning, when I d iscovered  the theft, I called  the St. 
Paul Police Department and two officers appeared  at my d oor within the 
hour. I answ ered  their qu estions and they informed me there was little hope 
o f ever retrieving the stolen bicycles. After they left, I called  my insurance 
agent and was relieved  to d iscover that the bicycles were covered  by insur
ance.

“ It will take a few weeks to p rocess the claim ,” the agent said . So I settled 
back to wait.

On the tenth o f May, I received  a letter from  the insu rance company 
asking for information on the original p rice o f each bicycle and also the case 
number on the theft as record ed  by the St. Paul Police Department. I 
assumed they wanted to verify whether the theft had actually occu rred . I 
dialed 726-1234 to call the police department for the case number.

“ Police d epartm ent,”  said a voice on the other end of the line.
“ H ello,” I said , “ I ’d like to ch eck the case number o f a robbery that I 

reported  on May 1.”
“ Sorry, but you ’ll have to call 726-1000.” I hung up the phone, assuming I 

had called  the wrong part o f the d ep artm ent, probably the one for reporting 
em ergencies. I dialed the new number, the phone rang tw ice and someone 
else in the police department answ ered .

“ H ello, I ’d like to check on the case number of a robbery that I reported 
on May 1.”

“ Ju st a minute. I ’ll give you that u n it.”  I waited , listening to the 
clicks and buzzes o f a changing connection ; then another phone began to 
ring.

“ H ello, this is robbery ,” a voice answered  with appropriate male gruff
ness.



“ Hello. I ’d like to ch eck the case number o f a robbery that I reported  on 
May 1.”

“ You r ad d ress?”
“ 1980 Good rich ,” I said and waited .
“ Let’s see,”  the voice said , obviously stalling for tim e. “ There were three 

robberies on May 1.” He paused  and I could  imagine som eone going through 
a card  file looking for  my record .

“ Good rich!” he said sud denly, pleased  to have found it. “ That was where 
they took your wallet with a gu n .”

“ N o,” I said , feeling a bit impatient.
“ Did they break in and steal som eth ing?” he asked .
“ Yes ,” I said , now feeling annoyed . “ They broke into my garage and 

stole three b icycles.”
“ Did they use a gun?” he asked .
“ N o!” I answ ered . “ It was during the night. I was asleep . They broke into 

my garage. I d on’t know if they had a gun or not, but if they did, I w asn’t 
there to see it!”

“ Then there w asn’t any face-to-face encou nter? You  w eren’t personally 
involved ?” he asked .

“ N o,” I said , wondering why he was so in terested  in all these details that I 
had already reported  on the morning after the robbery.

“ O h !” he exclaim ed , as if he had solved  the p roblem . “ You  got the wrong 
place. You  see, you kinda got the wrong term inology. Robbery is when they 
use a gun. You  want burglary. You ’re in the right church but the wrong pew! 
I’ll transfer you .”

Again I waited . As the phone clicked  and bu zzed , I wondered where all 
these units in the police department w ere. My invisible guide told the 
switchboard  operator to transfer the call to bu rglary; the phone rang again in 
some other office or at some other d esk.

“ H ello,” a woman’s voice said .
“ H ello, I want to check on the case number of a b u r g l a r y I said 

confidently emphasizing the word; I at least had the right terminology. “ I 
reported it on May 1.”

“ You r ad d ress?” she asked  before I had a chance to explain anything 
about the burglary.

“ 1980 Good rich  Aven u e.” Another long pause.
“ You ’re sure it was on May 1?” she finally asked .
“ Yes, I ’m p ositive.”
“ You  sure you reported  this burglary to the p olice?”
“ Yes ,” I said , somewhat exasp erated . “ Tw o policem en came to my 

house, they wrote everything d ow n.” At the same instant another possibility 
crossed  my mind. Maybe those two policem en had never reported  it after 
leaving my hou se. Three new ten-speed  bicycles worth nearly $500 began to 
look more rem ote than ever.



“ What did they stea l?” the woman asked  next, after a long pause.
“ Bicy cles!” I alm ost shouted  into the phone, fighting to control my voice. 

“ Three o f them . They broke into my garage while we were all asleep !”
“ Oh! Bicy cles!” she exclaim ed , all the confusion gone from her voice. 

“ That would go to ju v en ile.” Once again I waited , listened  to the now 
fam iliar clicks and bu zzes; “ Transfer this to ju v en ile,” she told the sw itch
board  op erator and I listened  while another phone began to ring.

“ I had three bicycles stolen on May 1,” I said wearily when someone 
answ ered . “ I need  the case number for my insu rance. I live at 1980 Goodrich 
Aven u e.”

“ Ju st a m inu te,”  said the voice. I settled  down for another delay and 
wondered  what new inqu isition lay in store for me about the details o f the 
bicycle theft or robbery or burglary or whatever it was.

“ That case number is 2718564,” said the voice in less than fifteen second s. 
Su rp rised , I grabbed  my pencil and wrote down the num ber, thanked  him, 
then hung up the phone exhau sted . I had finally managed to follow  the folk 
taxonom y o f the police department to my destination. I was still only 
vaguely aw are o f how the p olice classified  events and record s, but I had 
found out what I needed  to know. Apparently this “ chu rch” had at least 
three “ p ew s”— bu rgla ry  (a property th eft), ro b b ery  (using a weapon to steal 
from  a p erson), and ju v en i l e (which record ed  thefts common to ju ven iles). It 
seem ed  like a strange way to divide up the world. If I had understood  this 
cu ltu re I could  have begun with a simple question: “ What part o f the police 
department has record s o f bicycles stolen from a garage when no one was 
p resen t?”

Som etim e later, I asked  several structu ral questions o f two informants 
from the St. Paul Police Departm ent. In moments I d iscovered  the p a rt s  o f  
t he p o l i ce d ep a rt m en t , and saw the en tire taxonom y that represented  this 
domain (Figu re 8.3). Mem bers of the police department know this taxonom y 
well; they use it routinely to carry out everyd ay tasks. At the same time they 
are often unaware that outsid ers lack any knowledge of this domain. In order 
to und erstand  the cu tu re o f this police department it was necessary to go 
beyond routine conversations and elicit all the folk terms and their relation 
ships.

TAXONOMIC ANALYSIS

In Step  Five, ethnographic analysis was defined as a s ea rch  f o r  t he part s  
o f  a cu l t u re, t he rela t ionsh ip s  a m o n g t he p a rt s , a n d  t heir rela t ionsh ips  to t he 
w hole. Combined  with ethnographic interviewing, ethnographic analysis 
leads to the d iscovery o f a particu lar cultural meaning system . The first kind 
of analysis (domain analysis, Step  Six) enabled  you to isolate the fundamen
tal units o f cultu ral knowled ge, the domains into which informants organized 
what they know . Then , by using structu ral qu estions (Step  Seven ), you



FIGURE 8.3. Taxonomy of Parts of the Police Department
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verified the domains and elicited  the folk terms which were included in those 
domains. N ow , with taxonom ic analysis, we will shift our attention to the 
internal structu re of domains. In the rest of this chap ter I want to d iscuss 
specific p roced ures for identifying subsets within a domain and the relation
ships betw een these su bsets. The experienced  ethnographer often combines 
domain analysis and taxonom ic analysis into a single p rocess. Bu t, in order 
to learn to do them , it is best to treat each separately.

S t ep  O n e: S el ect  a D om ain  f o r  T a x o n o m ic A na ly s is . Begin  with a domain 
for which you have the most inform ation. You  will undoubtedly d iscover 
additional included terms as you make a componential analysis, but it is best 
to select a domain for which you have collected  most o f the included terms. 
After I learned  that my informants spent much o f their lives in the Seattle 
City Ja il, I began to inquire about that specific bu ck et . Informants had 
intim ate knowledge of its spatial arrangement (parts o f the bu cket), p rocess
ing proced ures (steps in making the bu cket), temporal d imensions o f life in 
ja il (kinds of tim e), and many other domains. One of the first domains I 
encountered  involved  the social stru ctu re o f the ja il. I heard  informants refer 
to the fact that they had been inmates before arriving at the alcoholism  
treatm ent cen ter, that other inmates wanted to com e to the cen ter, and that if 
sent back to ja il they would probably becom e inmates again. Som e men even 
maintained  that instead  of being patients at the cen ter, they were actually 
inm ates. I decided  to investigate this domain.

I reviewed  my field notes and began asking structu ral questions about the 
d ifferent k inds o f  inm a t es  in t he bu ck et . The following lists rep resents some 
o f the folk terms I collected :

Taxonom ic analysis always begins with a domain such as this, even though 
the list may be incom plete.

S t ep  Tw o: Iden t i fy  t he a p p ro p ria t e subst it u t ion  f ra m e f o r  a n a ly s is . At this 
point in the analysis we have identified only the relationship  betw een the 
cover term (kinds of inm ates) and a single set o f included terms (the specific 
inm ates). In ord er to d ivide up this set o f inmates and d iscover how these 
included  term s are organized  into su bsets, we must use a substitu tion frame. 
Such a fram e must be based  on the primary relationship  of this domain. It is

lockup
trusty
ranger
mopper
pastry man 
bu llet man

drunk 
barber 
bu ll’s barber 
bull cook 
sw eeper 
od lin’s man

lawn man 
harbor patrol man 
seventh-floor man 
head trusty 
elevator man 
inm ate’s barber



important to keep in mind that a domain and the taxonom y associated  with it 
are always based  on a single sem antic relationship . Beginning ethnographers 
tend to introduce closely related  but d ifferent sem antic relationships into 
their analysis, and this creates many problem s.

Let’s look at our exam ple again and identify the appropriate substitu tion 
frame.

1. Domain: kinds of inmates
2. Sem antic relationship : A drunk (js a k jn(j 0f) inmate
3. Underlying sem antic relationship : X__(js a k jnd 0f) Y
4. Substitu tion fr a m e :______ (is a kind o f )_______

This substitu tion frame will now becom e the main tool for all the analysis to 
follow. For this reason , it is important to work out such a fram e carefu lly for 
the domain you will analyze.

S t ep  T h ree: S ea rch  f o r  p o s s ib le s u bset s  a m o n g t he in clu d ed  t erm s . This 
search begins with the substitu tion fram e. Check to see if any of the included  
terms fit the blank spaces of this relationship . Som etim es it helps to say the 
relationship aloud to get a sense of whether the fit is appropriate. An 
inspection of the preceding list reveals the following possibilities:

bu lls’ barber (is a kind of) barber
inm ate’s barber (js a ĵ jn(j 0f) barber

head tru sty (is a kind of) trusty

We can add to this list by reviewing field notes and past in terviews. For  
exam ple, consid er the following statem ent: “ I made t rust y  the last time I 
was in for d runk; worked as a ra n ger for more than sixty d ays.” From  such a 
statement we can make a tentative in ference that

ranger (is a kind of) tru sty

Beginning ethnographers often feel that the only way to identify the 
relationships among included terms in a domain is to ask inform ants stru c
tural questions. They tend to overlook the fact that reviewing all earlier 
interviews and field notes often yields clues to these relationship s. In  the 
p rocess one d iscovers new term s and verifies their relationship s. A thorough 
search might easily reveal the following relationship s for the domain under 
consid eration: 1

(1 ) D ru n k s
(2 ) T ru s t ie s

(2 .1 ) K i t ch e n  m en



2.1.1 pastry man
2.1.2 elevator man

(2.2) Seventh-floor man
2.2.1 mopper
2.2.2 sw eeper
2.2.3 head trusty

(2.3) Barber
2.3.1 bu lls’ barber
2.3.2 inm ate’s barber

(3) Locku p s
(4) Odlin’s man
(4) Bu ll cook
(5) H arbor patrol Man
(6) Lau nd ry man

By the end  of this search you should have gone as far as you can without 
consu lting an informant. You  have exhausted  your ethnographic record ; you 
cannot find any new term s and you cannot identify any new relationships 
among these term s.

S t ep  Fo u r: S ea rch  f o r  l a rger , m o re inclus iv e d om a ins  t hat  m igh t  include 
as a s u b s et  t he o n e y ou  a re ana ly z ing. Imagine that you are visiting Califor
nia as an ethnographer from the treeless tundra of the arctic. Unfamiliar with 
the plants in California you begin asking informants to identify them. Point
ing to a large plant, your informant says, “ Th at’s an evergreen .” Immedi
ately you form ulate an appropriate structu ral qu estion, “ What are all the 
d ifferent kinds of evergreens?” To which your informant replies with a long 
list o f folk terms like p i n e , ced a r , red w o o d , j a ck  p i n e , w hit e p i n e , norw ay  
p i n e , gia n t  red w o o d , and d o u gla s  f i r. Follow ing the steps for doing a 
taxonom ic analysis you begin to identify subsets such as p in es  and red 
w oods. Now you need to search for larger domains that might include k inds  
o f  ev ergreen s . You  might do this by asking an included  term question: “ Is an 
evergreen  a kind of som ething?” Or perhaps your informant casually men
tions that a “ giant redwood is a unique t r e e .” By one means or another you 
will have d iscovered  that ev ergreen s  is only one part o f the larger domain 
t rees , which is only one part o f a still larger domain p la n t s .

One can begin to search for larger, more inclusive domains by reviewing 
field notes and interview  data and also by trying to recall unrecorded  data. In 
thinking abou t a more inclusive domain for k inds o f  inm a t es  in t he b u ck et , I 
immediately recalled  that there were bulls  who guarded and processed  
inm ates. I also knew that at least one civ ilian  worked  in the ja il, the doct o r 
who visited  the ja il hosp ital. In my field notes were terms like co u rt  liaison  
o f f icer and n u rs e , both persons identified as being in t he b u ck et  by one or 
another informant.



Later I asked  hypothetical d escrip tive questions to encourage my infor
mants to talk about all the other people in the ja il. A typical exchange went 
like this:

e t h n o g r a p h e r : I’ve n ever b een  inside the Seattle City Jail. I su p p ose if I w en t in 
and walked  arou n d , 1 would  see lots o f  p eop le, righ t? 

in f o r m a n t : Su re. Yo u ’d see p eop le all ove r  th e p lace.
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Could  you  sort o f  lead me on  a tou r o f  th e ja i l , from  th e tim e you  get 

off the elevator on  th e first floor, an d  tell me all the people 1 might see? 
in f o r m a n t : O .K . A s  you  get off th e e levator  on  th e seven th  floor you ’d be lock ed  

ou t by th e steel b ars, bu t you  cou ld  see the book ing-desk  bull and  he cou ld  p ress a  
button  to let you  in . Th en , th ere wou ld  p rob ab ly be at least on e t urnk ey  and  m ayb e 
som e oth er bulls b ringing in som e drunk s , tak in g lock ups  to cou rt , o r  lining up th e 
k ickout s o f  th e d ay. Yo u ’d p rob ab ly see a runner, m ayb e on e o f  the sev en t h  f lo o r 
m en . Th en  if you  w en t in to th e jail hosp ital you  would  see the pill p u sh er and  th e 
nurse.

Our analysis has taken us from the domain k inds o f  in m a t es , to the more 
inclusive one, k inds o f  p eo p l e in t he b u ck et . Becau se you are now working 
with a larger taxonom y, it may be necessary to review field notes for new 
terms. Or, you may decide to cond uct you r taxonom ic analysis on only one 
part o f the larger taxonom y, leaving the rest until a later d ate. As soon as you 
have exhausted  your sou rces o f information in field notes, you are ready to 
constru ct a tentative taxonom y of the domain.

S t ep  Fi v e: Co n s t ru ct  a t ent a t iv e t axonom y . A taxonom y can be rep 
resented  in several ways: a box d iagram, a set o f lines and nod es, or an 
outline. Figure 8.4 shows these three methods of rep resentation. The first 
two (lines and nodes and box) provide a clear pictu re o f the sem antic 
relationships among all the folk term s. H ere is a ten tative taxonom y in 
outline form o f the k inds o f  p eo p le in t he b u ck et . I. II. III.

I. Bu lls
A. Booking-d esk bull
B. Tu rnkey
C. Court liaison officer

II. Civilians
A. Pill pu sher
B. Nurse

III. Inmates
A. Kickou ts
B. Drunks
C. Tru sties

1. Laund ryman
2. H arbor patrol



FIGURE 8.4. Types of Taxanomic Diagrams



3. Bu ll cook
4. Odlin’s man
5. Runner
6. Kitchen  men

a. Pastry man
b. Elevator man

7. Seventh-floor man
a. Mopper
b. Sw eep er
c. Head trusty

8. Ranger
a. Bu llet man
b. Law n man

9. Barber
a. Bu ll’s barber
b. Inm ate’s barber

S t ep  S ix : Fo rm u la t e s t ru ct u ra l  qu es t io n s  to v erify  t a xo n o m ic rela t ionsh ip s  
a n d  elicit  new  t erm s . Using the same sem antic relationship , it is a simple 
matter to prepare structu ral questions (see Step  Seven ). Several exam ples o f 
such questions for the domain k inds o f  p eo p le in t he b u ck et  follow :

1. What are all the d ifferent kinds of bu lls? (civilians, inm ates, d runks, 
kickou ts, tru sties, etc.)

2. Is a booking-desk bull a kind of bull?
3. Is a pastry man a kind o f kitchen man? Are there other kinds of kitchen 

men?
4. Are there any other kinds of people in the bu cket?

When asking structu ral questions abou t a large taxonom y, it is often facili
tated by asking card  sorting structu ral qu estions. Inform ants can then sort 
the cards into sets based  on all being the same kind of person. Again, 
informants must be reminded that you are only looking for term s that fit the 
semantic relationship for the particu lar taxonom y you are analyzing.

S t ep  S ev en : Co n d u ct  add it iona l s t ru ct u ra l  in t erv iew s. The analysis and 
tentative taxonom y must now be checked  with inform ants. You  have pre
pared a number of structu ral questions for this purpose; more can be d evel
oped during the interview itself. Rather than show informants the tentative 
taxonom y or a d iagram of any kind , it is usually best to ask them to instru ct 
you on how they u s e their folk term s. For  exam ple, I might ask, “ Is it 
appropriate to say, ‘A trusty is a kind o f inm ate?’ ’’ or “ Would most tramps 
say, ‘A bull cook is a kind o f tru sty?’ ”



You  are now at a stage in the research  where alternating periods of 
interviewing and analysis becom e more necessary than ever. In a few  min
utes you can collect so much new inform ation about a taxonom y that it will 
take a period  of analysis to sort it out and prepare to ask the appropriate 
qu estions. You  can begin to alternate structu ral questions about a taxonom y 
with asking for ex a m p les  o f the folk term s in that taxonom y. I might ask, 
“ Can you give me an example o f what a bull cook would d o?” or “ Can you 
rem em ber any exp eriences you had when you were a ru nner?” Slowly, 
through analysis and qu estions, you will begin to finalize your analysis of 
one or more taxonom ies.

S t ep  E igh t : Co n s t ru ct  a co m p let ed  t axo n o m y . At some point it becom es 
necessary to stop collecting data and analyzing a taxonom y and instead 
accep ting it as relatively com p lete. It is well to recognize that taxonomies 
always a p p ro x im a t e the way inform ants have organized  their cultural 
knowledge. They are not exact rep licas of that knowledge. More important, 
you can continue your search  for meaning with a componential analysis even 
if you have not d iscovered  all the term s or all the relationships in a 
taxonom y. As stated  earlier, ethnography is both  science and art. We seek to 
d iscover how informants concep tu alize their world ; at the same time we 
recognize that every ethnographer solves problem s in ways that go beyond 
the data or on the basis o f insu fficient data.

Let me give an exam ple of the ch oices. When I began to read about 
taxonom ic analysis and see the clear taxonom ies other ethnographers had 
collected , I thought it would be possible to find the same kind of thing. The 
fact that the ethnographer must decide how to arrange some folk terms was 
never d iscu ssed  in many works. In  Figure 8.5 I have presented  a taxonomy 
o f k inds o f  p eo p le in t he b u ck et , and in Figure 8.6 I have expanded  one part 
o f this taxonom y (kinds o f tru sties) in a fairly com plete form . However, 
during my interviews many informants referred  to two kinds of trusties not 
on this d iagram: in s ide t rust ies  and ou t s id e t rus t ies . Were these terms that 
should appear in this taxonom y? I had d ifficulty decid ing how to treat them; 
at first I included  them as kinds of tru sties, then it seemed  that they were 
d escrip tive of the loca t ions  o f certain  tru sties in the ja il system . And this did 
not exhaust the locations, since there were numerous p laces outside and 
inside the ja il where tru sties could  be found . I decided  to leave these two 
terms out of this taxonom y (Figu re 8.6) and d iscu ss this information as two 
important attribu tes of spatial location . As we shall see in a later chap ter, the 
information itself was important, the exact location  in my analysis was not. 
In  every taxonom ic analysis there are problem s which suggest alternative 
solu tions, and informants alone can not always clear up these problem s. No 
d iscovery proced ures can unambiguously solve every problem ; the ethnog
rapher must take an active role in creating the final d escrip tion  of a culture.

Another brief example of this role used in another taxonom y may be



FIGURE 8.5. Taxonomy of Kinds of People in the Bucket
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FIGURE 8.6. Taxonomy of Kinds of Trustees

From Spradley: 1970: 88-89.



FIGURE 8.7. Taxonomy of Ways to Make a Jug
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in stru ctive. At the beginning of this chap ter I showed a small part of the 
taxonom y, w ay s to m a k e a j u g . The com pleted  taxonom y is shown in Figure 
8.7. One strategy for making a ju g is to m a k e y o u r ow n  and tramps have 
learned  many recip es for mixing su bstances or making alcoholic beverages 
from  scratch . Und er m a k in g y o u r o w n , I have included  twelve d ifferent folk 
term s; in fact, there are only f o u r  d ifferent ways to make your own— 
m a k in g , s t ra in in g, m ix in g, and s q u eez in g. I decided  to include the specific 
things made becau se they were few  in number and I could  not tell whether 
isolating only the verb form s (m aking, squeezing, mixing, straining) would 
have been meaningful in tram p s’ cu ltu re. They alw ay s  used the verb form, 
along with one or more nouns, to ind icate how to make your own. Bu t what 
if there were five hundred d ifferent su bstances you could  m ake, squ eeze, 
m ix, or strain? Would  they all go in this taxonom y? Probably not. I included 
them here becau se it seemed the best p lace to rep resent an important part of 
tram p’s cu ltural knowledge. In all your taxonom ic analyses you will have to 
make similar d ecisions abou t how to rep resent your data.

In  this chap ter we have exam ined  p roced u res for d iscovering the internal 
stru ctu re of a domain. Taxonom ic analysis leads to finding subsets and the 
relationship s among these su bsets. In  the next chap ter we will examine ways 
to make a com ponential analysis to find out how symbols are related  within 
these su bsets. Our goal throughout our analysis remains the same: to grasp 
the cu ltural meanings by tracing all the relationship s among the symbols of a 
cu ltu re.

Tasks
8.1 Conduct a taxonomic analysis on one or more domains following the 

steps presented in this chapter.
8.2 Conduct an ethnographic interview using both descriptive and structural 

questions.
8.3 Prepare a completed taxonomic diagram of one or more domains.



O B JE C T IV E S
1. To u n d ers tan d  the m a jo r d is c o v e ry  p rin c ip le s  in the  study of 

cultura l m e a n in g .
2. To learn  the  w ays  to d is c o v e r contrasts a m o n g  cu ltu ra l sym  

bols.
3. To fo rm u la te  a n d  use contrast q u estio ns.

In the last few  chap ters we have moved from analyzing the 
broad su rface of many domains in a cu ltural scene to an 
in-depth analysis o f one or more domains. By now you 
should have completed  a folk taxonom y and you no doubt 
have several other folk taxonom ies in various stages o f 
analysis. It is important to view folk taxonom ies from the 
perspective of the relational theory o f meaning presented  in 
Step  Five: they rep resent the m ea n in g o f symbols by show 
ing their relationships to other sym bols in a domain. How 
ever, the degree o f meaning revealed  in a folk taxonom y is 
minimal becau se it only reveals a s in gle relationship  among 
a set o f folk term s. Imagine that a person only knew that the 
term f o rei gn  sp o rt s  ca r was a mem ber o f the taxonom y, 
k inds o f  ca rs . It would only convey one bit o f inform ation. 
The folk taxonom y would not provide a single clue to the 
status an ow ner might derive from  such a car; nor would it 
tell such important inform ation as horsepow er, in terior de
sign, m anufactu rer’s d efects, or E.P .A . mileage rating. And 
a taxonomy o f cars would not say anything abou t how a 
sports car was related  to activities like racing, courting, 
working, or shopping. Becau se ou r goal is to understand 
cultural meaning, we must go well beyond constru cting 
taxonom ies of cultural domains. In this chap ter we will 
review several strategies for d iscovering meaning and then 
show how constan t questions can  lead to finding many addi
tional relationships among folk term s.

DISCOVERY PRINCIPLES IN THE STUDY OF MEANING

One of the most basic cap acities o f human beings is the 
ability to d iscover meaning. Children in every society d is
cover the meaning o f verbal and nonverbal sym bols with 
great ease. Although they som etim es receive exp licit in
stru ction, child ren learn most o f their cu ltu re’s meanings 
without it. Peop le can move from  one society or social
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setting to another where people are using d ifferent sym bols. Without realiz
ing it they becom e participant observers and in terview ers; before much time 
p asses, they have acquired  the meanings o f the new cu ltural scene. The tacit 
meanings take longer to learn , and we all recognize that the “ old tim ers” in 
any scene have a rich stock of knowledge that others do not have.

Ethnography is an exp licit methodology designed for finding out both the 
exp licit and tacit knowledge familiar to the most exp erienced  members of a 
cu ltu re. The methodology of ethnography can red uce the learning time by 
many years. Fu rtherm ore, becau se much of our cultural knowledge is tacit, 
outside aw areness, the ethnographer ends up having far more explicit  
knowledge than inform ants. The ethnographer will not have the skill re
quired to use that knowledge to generate behavior as the natives do, but the 
ethnographer will be able to talk abou t and com m unicate the knowledge in a 
way the natives cannot. Und erlying the various methods of ethnography we 
have been d iscussing in this book are a number of d iscovery principles. I 
want to review  some already d iscu ssed  or implied , and introduce the princi
ples of con trast, for it will lead to the next type o f ethnographic question and 
the next type of ethnographic analysis.

The Relational Principle

This d iscovery principle was introduced  in Step  Five. It states: t he m ea n 
ing o f  a sy m bo l  ca n  b e d i s co v ered  by  f in d in g ou t  how  it is rela t ed  to all o t her 
sy m bo ls . Ultim ately, all ethnography is designed  to identify cultural symbols 
and d iscover their relations within a com plex system  of symbols. In an 
earlier chap ter we saw that all folk definitions arise from the way folk terms 
are linked  by sem antic relationship s. Tw o empirical findings lend support to 
this d iscovery principle: that all cu ltu res create meaning from relatively few 
sem antic relationship s, and that certain  sem antic relationships are universal.

The Use Principle

This principle states that t he m ea n in g o f  a sy m bo l  ca n  b e d i s co v ered  by  
ask ing how  it  is u s ed  ra t h er t han a sk ing w hat  it m ea n s . If we ask for 
meaning, we will only d iscover the exp licit meanings, the ones that people can 
talk abou t. If we ask for u se, we will tap that great reservoir of tacit 
meanings which exists in every cu ltu re. This princip le is also based  on the 
relational theory of meaning d iscussed  earlier. One reason ethnographers 
almost alw ays combine participant observation with interviewing is to ob
serve how folk terms are used in ord inary settings. Ind eed , at this point in 
your research  you may find that visiting the setting in which your informant 
carries out daily activities will reveal usages that have not been d iscussed  in 
interviews.



The Similarity Principle

This princip le states that t he m ea n in g o f  a s y m bo l  ca n  b e d i s co v ered  by  
f in d in g ou t  how  it  is s im ilar to o t h er sy m bo ls . Le t ’s go back to the world of 
tramps for an exam p le. My inform ants used two folk terms that held alm ost 
no similarity to me: gra v ey a rd  and ba t h t u b . “ You  can  make a flop in a 
graveyard and you can flop in a bath tu b.’’ Later , asking stru ctu ral questions 
I d iscovered  that both  graveyard  and bathtub were consid ered  f l o p s , along 
with many other folk term s. What I had d iscovered  was that tramps saw a 
very important similarity betw een these two sym bols. And, by d iscovering 
this sim ilarity, I had taken a step  into the meanings o f their cu ltu re.

Although not stated  p reviously, this d iscovery principle und erlies both 
domain analysis and taxonom ic analysis. When we look for members o f a 
domain (the included term s), we are really looking for symbols that share 
some featu re o f meaning, sym bols that are similar in som e way. When we go 
further to study the internal stru ctu re o f a domain, to constru ct a taxonom y 
of the way a domain is organized , we are still seeking similarities among 
symbols. For exam p le, the d eck  h a t ch , sh a rk  s l ide, m as t , and b rid ge  are all 
similar—they are parts o f a t una bo a t  (Figu re 8.2). Bu t from the taxonom y o f 
this domain we can see that d eck  h a t ch  and sh a rk  s l ide have a closer 
similarity not shared  with the other folk term s: they are both parts o f the 
m ain w ork ing d eck .

One o f the most important skills required  by ethnography is the ability to 
s ee s im ilarit ies  among sym bols in the way informants see them . Every 
ethnographer should p ractice looking for sim ilarities. One should p lace folk 
terms side by side and ask, “ Is there any way these appear sim ilar?’’ We can 
inspect domains in the same w ay, looking for all possible sim ilarities. The 
decision as to w hether sym bols are really similar in some way must be made 
by our informants or inferred  from the way they behave towards these 
sym bols. Bu t coming up with possible similarities gives the ethnographer 
hypotheses to test.

Although we have focu sed  on similarities in both domain and taxonom ic 
analysis, similarity always implies con trast. Every domain has a boun 
dary; when we d iscover that som e folk term s belong inside that boundary 
because of sim ilarity, we also d iscover others belong outside becau se o f 
d ifferences. Sim ilarity and contrast are two sides to the same coin . Up to 
now our emphasis has been on the similarity principle; in the rest o f this 
chap ter and the next we will turn to d iscovery proced ures based  on the 
principle o f con trast.

The Contrast Principle1

This principle states that t he m ea n in g o f  a sy m bo l  ca n  b e d i s co v ered  by  
f in d in g ou t  how  it  is d i f feren t  f ro m  o t h er sy m bo ls . This principle is based  on



the fact that the meaning o f any folk term  depends on what it does not mean. 
Whenever we use language we call attention to what things a re; but we also 
call attention to what they a re n o t . To say, “ I ’m hold ing a book ,” identifies 
an object in my hand . It also implies that I am not holding a tree, a magazine, 
a w allet, a hou se, or anything else that we could  com m unicate abou t. To say, 
“ A boy is riding the b icycle,” implies that it is not a girl, not a woman, not a 
chim panzee, and not anything else. Whenever we talk we convey meaning 
by these implicit con trasts.

For  p ractical pu rposes o f field work it is useful to d istinguish two kinds of 
sem antic contrast: u n res t ri ct ed  and res t ri ct ed .2 Unrestricted  contrast refers 
to the fact that a particu lar folk term con trasts with all other folk terms in the 
language. B o y y for exam ple, con trasts with girl , ch im p a n z ee, h o u s e, A u gu s t u s  
C a es a r, h y d ro gen  b o m b , and any other folk term  that can be used in a 
referential way. These are all u nrestricted  contrasts or d ifferences. Som e, 
such as betw een h y d ro gen  bo m b  and b o y , are so great that we can hardly 
find any similarity betw een them . This d egree o f d ifference operates con 
stantly in all languages, but it is so great that it holds little use in our search 
for meaning.

For  ethnographic pu rposes, folk term s in res t ri ct ed  co n t ra s t  contain a gold 
mine o f cu ltural meaning. Restricted  con trast means that a folk term  belongs 
to a set o f term s which are both alike and d ifferent. The con trast is res t rict ed  
to a limited amount o f sem antic inform ation. It is easy to recognize, for 
exam p le, that although boy , gi rl , w o m a n , m a n , a d u l t , and y o u n g m an  are all 
d ifferent, they all share im portant sim ilarities. They share the semantic 
inform ation of being human beings at d ifferent stages o f development and of 
d ifferent sex. In  a very important way, the meaning o f boy  depends on the 
fact that it is in restricted  con trast with girl , w om an , adult , and y o u n g m an . 
When someone says, “ A boy is riding a b icycle,” it is implied (to those inside 
the cu ltu re) that a not -girl , a n o t -w o m a n , & no t -m a n , and a no t -y ou ng m an  is 
riding the bicycle. All o f us learn the sym bols of our cu ltu re in sets that are in 
restricted  con trast. When we hear the term  boy , for exam p le, we fill in the 
implied con trasts and derive the meaning o f boy without thinking.

Co n t ra s t  set s  alw ays operate in the background of human communica
tion .3 At the tacit level o f aw areness, these groups o f symbols enable us to 
in terp ret instan tly the meanings of our cu ltu re. Consid er the following ex
change:

“ Boy, it’s a hot day, Grand p a,” said John .
“ Oh, Joh nn y, when you’re a man like me, instead  of a boy, you ’ll not 

think it ’s hot. It ’s not too hot for me to go out with the boys tonight.”
Although the word boy  appears three d ifferent tim es in this exchange, it 

has three d ifferent sym bolic meanings that no reader can miss. How do we 
in terp ret these meanings? In part, by making immediate reference to the 
con trast sets each usage of the word boy  belongs to. Each  contrast set



implies a structu ral qu estion, as we can see by examining these three uses of 
boy .

1. What are some other exclam ations you might use when saying it’s very 
hot? Gee, wow, man, whew, etc.

2. What are some other stages in a p erson ’s life besides boy and man? Baby, 
child , little boy, big boy, adu lt, old man, etc.

3. What are some other ways you would refer to your friends besid es t he 
bo y s? Friend s, colleagu es, old geezers, our group, etc.

The d ifferences in meaning then depend  on membership in d ifferent contrast 
sets.

The ethnographer who is a stranger to a cu ltu re faces a formidable task: to 
find the appropriate con trast sets for interp reting the meaning of sym bols. 
Consider an exam ple from the cu ltu re o f tramps. An informant points to 
another man and says, “ John  is em is s io n  s t i f f .” He goes on to exp lain  that a 
mission stiff is som eone who hangs around skid row m issions, perhaps 
sleeps there frequ ently, and may even work at the mission. My informant 
fully appreciates the meaning of mission stiff becau se he implicitly contrasts 
it with a set o f term s with which m ission  s t i f f  is in restricted  con trast. As an 
outsider I do not know the con trast set this term  belongs to. Although my 
informant tells me something of its meaning, his exp lanation barely 
scratches the su rface. In ord er to u ncover the meaning of this symbol I must 
first find out how it is d i f feren t  f ro m  the other terms in some con trast set. 
M ission s t i f f  it turns ou t, is one kind o f tramp and belongs to a con trast set 
of more than fifteen other kinds of tram ps. Before I can fully grasp my 
inform ant’s meaning o f m iss ion  s t i f f  \ I must find out the d ifferences betw een 
this kind of tramp and all the others. I must take the contrast princip le 
seriously and find out how m iss ion  s t i f f  is d ifferent from bin d le s t i f f‘ 
a ired a le, h o m e gu a rd  t ra m p , and all the other kinds o f tramps.

Let’s consid er the principle o f contrast in one other exam ple. I in ter
viewed a kindergarten student abou t the cu ltu re o f her school. She d escribed  
typical days and various activities that took place in class. She used symbols 
like rig-a - j igs , t ra in , and s ci en ce t able. My first task in d iscovering their 
meaning was to locate the con trast set to which they belonged . It turned out 
that to my informant they were all kinds o f w ork , a con trast set o f nearly 
twenty folk term s. Now I could  p roceed  to search  for the ways in which all 
these kinds o f work were d ifferent. My informant easily responded  to my 
questions to tell me that rig-a-j igs  was w ork usually done by girls; both t rain  
and s ci en ce t able were usually done by boys. Fu rtherm ore, you sat down to 
do rig-a-jigs  but stood  up with the other two kinds of work. Slow ly, through 
searching out these d ifferences, I began to grasp what each  kind o f work 
meant to my informant.



Each  domain of a cu ltu re consists o f folk term s in restricted  contrast. 
Each  subset o f term s within a domain (the parts o f a taxonom y) consists of a 
con trast set. One o f the reasons that domain analysis and taxonom ic analysis 
are so im portant is that they yield numerous sets o f terms in restricted  
con trast; these sets can now be used to search for the kinds of d ifferences 
that reveal sym bolic meaning.

There are two m ajor ways to search for d ifferences among folk terms in 
restricted  con trast. First, you can review all field notes looking for infor
mants’ statem ents which suggest d ifferences. For exam ple, in one interview a 
tramp informant began to d iscu ss mission stiffs, saying they seldom rode 
freight trains like certain  other tramps, but instead  they traveled  from one 
p lace to another by public transportation. Also, they d idn’t travel from one 
jo b  to another but from one mission to another. Implied  in these comments 
were several d ifferences with other tramps which shed light on the meaning 
o f m iss ion  s t i f f . It is important to look at all past in terviews. These inter
views contain  a rich mine of inform ation about sem antic contrasts which 
define folk term s.

The second  way to search  for d ifferences among folk terms is to ask 
con trast qu estions. These are the third m ajor type o f ethnographic question 
p resented  in this book. Each  type of con trast question is designed to elicit 
d ifferences among the folk term s in a con trast set. As you will see in using 
them , con trast questions are powerful tools for d iscovering many tacit 
relationship s among the folk term s you have collected  from informants. In 
the rem ainder o f this chap ter I want to identify the d ifferent kinds of contrast 
qu estions.

CONTRAST QUESTIONS

There are seven  d ifferent types of con trast questions (Figu re 9.1). With 
literate inform ants, folk term s written on card s and placed  in front o f the 
inform ant facilitate the qu estion-and -answ er p rocess. I alm ost always use 
card s when asking any kind o f con trast question. In the examples which 
follow  I will make many references to the use o f card s. One o f their greatest 
values lies in the fact that they enable the informant to sit and think about

FIGURE 9.1 Kinds of Contrast Questions 1

1. Contrast verification questions
2. Directed contrast questions
3. Dyadic contrast questions
4. Triadic contrast questions
5. Contrast set sorting questions
6. Twenty Questions game
7. Rating questions



d ifferences while keeping in mind many d ifferent folk term s. Cards can be 
grouped qu ickly into twos and threes on the basis o f contrasting ch aracteris
tics, then regrouped again. With nonliterate inform ants p ictu res drawn on 
cards or actual photographs serve the same pu rpose. H ow ever, som e infor
mants feel intimidated by card s, equating the contrast qu estions with some 
form o f testing. For  this reason it is best to in troduce card s slowly, exp lain  
their use clearly, and perhaps ask con trast questions without card s to begin 
with.

In asking con trast qu estions the same principles apply that I d iscu ssed  in 
Step Seven  for asking stru ctu ral qu estions. You  may want to review  the 
d iscussion o f these p rincip les, which I only restate here:

1. Concu rren t princip le: Ask contrast questions concu rrently with both 
d escrip tive questions and structu ral qu estions.

2. Exp lanation principle: Contrast questions often requ ire an exp lanation.
3. Rep etition princip le: Contrast questions must be repeated  with the same 

terms to elicit all the d ifferences.
4. Context principle: When asking con trast qu estions, provide the informant 

with contextual inform ation.
5. Cultural fram ew ork principle: Phrase con trast questions in cu ltu ral as 

well as personal term s.

1. Contrast Verification Questions

This type o f question can only be formulated  after d iscovering some 
d ifference betw een two folk term s. Then  this d ifference is p resented  to an 
informant with a requ est to confirm or d isconfirm the d ifference. Le t’s say 
you have spent many hours interviewing the vice-p resid ent o f a corp oration 
that produces food . In  reviewing your field notes in search of contrasts for the 
contrast set t y pes  o f  d ecis io n s , you com e across the following statem ent:

Well, I h ave to  m ak e a  lot o f  d ifferen t d ecision s. In  fact , th a t’s m y jo b , mak ing 
d ecision s. Fo r  exam p le, I had  to  m ak e a staffing d ecision  th is w eek , so I had  to  ch eck  
with th e execu tive  com m ittee . An d  th is aftern oon  I n eed  to m ak e fou r o r  five 
p ack aging d ecision s on  th ose b reak fast ce rea ls . I d on ’t n eed  to m eet with  th e execu 
tive com m ittee on  th at b u t I ’ll p rob ab ly ask  ad vice from  several staff  p eop le.

In another interview  you elicited  more than sixteen  kinds o f d ecisions that 
your informant has to make and so s t a f f ing d ecis io n  and p a ck a gin g d ecis io n  
are familiar term s to you . Bu t now you  notice a contrast: one requ ires 
checking with the execu tive com m ittee; the other does not. On the basis o f 
this you formulate a con trast verification question:

I ’m in terested  in th e d ifferen ces am on g all th e k inds o f  d ecision s you  h ave to  m ak e in



th e cou rse o f  you r w ork . In  look in g ove r  som e o f  ou r earl ier con versation s I cam e  
acro ss  som e d ifferen ces th at I ’d like to d oub le ch eck  with  you . Wou ld  you  say th at a  
staffing d ecision  h as to be ch eck ed  with  th e execu tive  com m ittee , bu t th at a p ack ag
ing d ecision  d oes n ot?

Contrast verification questions can frequently confirm d ifferences and 
similarities among a large group o f folk term s. In  studying the meaning of 

f lo p  with tramp inform ants I worked  with a large stack o f card s. I had 
established  numerous d ifferences through interviews and going over field 
notes but needed  to verfiy these with other inform ants. One important 
d ifference that emerged  was whether you  could  lie down in a particular flop 
or w hether you had to sit up and sleep . I would p resent an informant with 
two stacks o f card s on which the names o f various flops occu rred . I had 
tentatively established  that one stack were all flops where you could  lie 
down and sleep , the other stack were flops where you would have to sit up. 
“ Can you  tell me if all these flops are p laces you can lie d ow n?“ I would ask, 
pointing to the first p ile.

My informant would qu ickly look through the card s, perhaps setting one 
or another card  aside with a com m ent like, “ There you have to sit up” or “ I 
d on’t know  about this on e.” Then I would point to the other stack of cards 
and say, “ Can you tell me if all these flops are p laces you must sit up?”

Another way to ask con trast verification questions has to do with multiple 
con trasts. In studying m ission  f lo p s  I d iscovered  that one important d iffer
en ce had to do with the number o f nights a person could  co n secu t iv ely  sleep 
there. Three d ifferences emerged : (1) one night a month, (2) three nights a 
month, and (3) every night o f the year. I went through all the specific mission 
flops (such as the Sally, Bread  o f Life Mission, Holy Cross Mission, etc.) 
and identified the number o f nights for each  the best I cou ld . If I w asn’t sure 
I would simply p lace a card  in one o f the three stacks randomly, knowing 
that my informant would correct me if it was wrong. Then , during an 
in terview , I would set three stacks o f card s before an informant and say 
something like

All o f  th ese are m ission  flops, bu t h ere are p laces you  can  flop on e n ight a month  
(p oin ting to th e first s tack ). This secon d  grou p  are m ission s you  can  flop at th ree 
nights a m on th , and  th e last on e are p laces you  can  flop every  n ight o f th e year. Could  
you  look  th rou gh  and  see if I h ave th em  righ t?

In  asking verification qu estions, as well as each  o f the other typ es, new 
contrasts alw ays em erge. Halfw ay through a stack like m ission  f lo p s  where 
you can only flop one night a month an informant may say, “ N ot only can 
you  only flop there one night a month, but you have to take a nosedive if you 
want a flop .” This immediately leads me to ask the next type of contrast 
qu estion, one that is combined  will all the other typ es.4



2. Directed Contrast Questions

A directed  con trast question begins with a known ch aracteristic o f one 
folk term in a con trast set and asks if any other terms con trast on that 
characteristic. Take the previous exam ple. If an inform ant c-asually points 
out that a n o sed iv e is required  in a particu lar mission flop, without even 
knowing anything about n o s ed iv es , I can ask a d irected  contrast question 
like the following:

Could  you  look  th rou gh  all th e o th er m ission  flops and  tell me wh ich  on es requ ire  
you  to  tak e a nosed iv e in ord er to get a  flop and  w h ich  on es d o n ot?

And so my informant looks through each  o f the cards and sorts them into 
flops requiring a n o sed iv e and those which do not. N ear the end , another 
casual comment occu rs: “ Well, this one, the Pacific Garden in Chicago, they 
don’t requ ire a nosed ive but you got to take an earbanging.’’ Im med iately I 
would move on to another d irected  con trast qu estion, this time without using 
the cards:

Oh , so in som e mission  flops you  h ave to tak e an  earb an gin g? Le t  me read  off th is list 
of mission  flops an d  cou ld  you  tell me for each  on e w h eth er you  h ave to tak e an  
earb an gin g? H ow  ab ou t H oly C ross? Bread  o f  Life? Sally? e tc.

Much later I d iscover that a n o sed iv e involves going to the front o f the 
mission chapel after a service and praying, perhaps exp ressing sorrow  for 
one’s condition and at least pretending to turn over a new leaf. To take an 
ea rb a n gin g means that you must sit through a religious sermon or you will 
not be able to sleep at the mission that night.

Directed  con trast qu estions can also arise from  one’s field notes. Le t’s say 
that while reviewing my notes I com e across the following statem ent about 
co u p les , one kind of cu stom er at Brad y’s Bar: “ Couples alm ost alw ays sit in 
the upper section at the back .’’ This immediately raises a question in my 
mind: “ Are other custom ers the same or d ifferent from cou p les?’’ So, during 
the next interview  I ask a question like the following:

One tim e earlier you  m en tioned  th at cou p les alw ays sit in the b ack  of th e u pp er 
section . Do real regu lars sit th ere a lso? Do lon ers? Do d ru n k s? e tc.

And my informant will alm ost alw ays tell me where these people usually sit, 
how they con trast with the cu stom ary behavior o f cou p les.

Keep  in mind the fundamental ru le in using all con trast qu estions: ask  f o r  
con t ras t s  a m o n g m em b ers  o f  t he s a m e co n t ra s t  set . In each of the previous 
exam ples the folk term s were always drawn from  the same con trast set. 
Som e were domains: k inds o f  d eci s io n , k inds o f  f l o p s , k inds o f  cu s t o m ers .



One con trast set (m ission  f l o p s ) was a large category in the taxonom y k inds  
o f  f l o p s .

3. Dyadic Contrast Questions

This type o f con trast qu estion, as well as all the remaining ones, d iffer in 
an important way from the first two. The ethnographer asks the question 
w it hout  h a v in g any  d i f f eren ces  to s u gges t  to t he in fo rm a n t . You  merely ask 
inform ants to identify any d ifference they can see betw een folk term s. 
Inform ants are then free to reveal con trasts that are meaningful to them, 
some that the investigator would not think of. This strategy leads to d iscov
ering con trasts known and used by inform ants rather than imposing con 
trasts thought relevant by the ethnographer. At every point in the ethno
graphic p rocess our goal is to d escribe the cu ltu re in it s ow n t erm s . Looking 
back over this p rocess we can identify at least the following points where the 
ethnographer must choose to d iscover inform ant’s term s or impose the 
analytic categories o f social scien ce.

1. Formulating qu estions in native term s or ou tsid er term s.
2. Identifying domains in native term s or using imposed  categories from 

social science.
3. Identifying the taxonom ic stru ctu re o f domains in native terms or impos

ing an alien structu re from  social science to organize the domain.
4. Identifying contrasts in native term s or seeking those o f in terest to an 

outsider.

Dyad ic contrast questions p resent informants with two folk terms and ask, 
“ Can you tell me any d ifferences betw een these term s?” For  exam ple, here 
is a typ ical exchange betw een an ethnographer and informant that uses a 
dyadic con trast question:

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Bu lls seem  to be p retty im p ortan t to m ost tram p s, would  you  agree? 
i n f o r m a n t : Hell yes! W h y, every  tram p  is on  the look ou t for bulls m ost o f  the tim e. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : I ’ve b een  tryin g to find ou t all th e d ifferen t k inds of bulls that 

tram p s usually recogn ize. H ere are th e on es I ’ve foun d  so far (sp read s m ore th an  a 
d ozen  card s in fron t o f  th e in form an t with  each  typ e w ritten  on  a d ifferen t ca rd ). 

i n f o r m a n t : Yeah , I k now  all th ose. One you  d on ’t h ave h ere is ra gp ick er, th ey’re a 
kind of bull. (Eth n ograp h er q u ick ly w rites th is folk  term  on  a new  ca rd .) 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : N o w , I ’m in terested  in th e d ifferen ces am on g all th ese k inds of  
bulls. Le ts  begin with  th ese tw o: ra gp ick er an d  t urnk ey . (Eth n ograp h er p ick s up all 
th e rem ain in g card s , leavin g th e tw o in fron t o f  th e in form an t.) Can  you  tell me an y 
d ifferen ces b etw een  a ragp ick er and  tu rn k ey? 

i n f o r m a n t : Su re, a ragp ick er is d ressed  like a tram p  and  a tu rn k ey alw ays w ears a 
uniform .



Dyadic con trast questions such as this will elicit contrasts betw een all the 
other folk term s in the con trast set k inds o f  bu l ls . I would prepare a list o f all 
the kinds, then work my way through every possible combined  p a ir with 
questions like the following:

1. Do you see any d ifference betw een ragp icker and flyboy?
2. Do you see any d ifferences betw een a flyboy and a tu rnkey?
3. What are the d ifferences betw een a flyboy and a beat bull?
4. What are the d ifferences betw een a beat bull and ragp icker?

Som e o f these questions ask for  a single d ifference, others ask for multiple 
d ifferences. Som ethim es I will repeat a question after my inform ant has 
responded  with con trasts. For  example:

e t h n o g r a p h e r : D o  you  see an y d ifferen ce b etw een  a  ragp ick er an d  a flyb oy? 
i n f o r m a n t : Su re, a flyboy is riding a m otorcycle  and  a  ragp ick er is alw ays walk ing. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Can  you  th ink  o f  an y oth er d ifferen ces b etw een  a  flyboy and  a  

ragp ick er?
i n f o r m a n t : Su re, a ragp ick er will try  to trap  you  by getting you  to beg from  th em . 

Lik e th eyTl com e up and  say , “ H ow  m u ch  you  h old in ’ on  a  ju g ?”  Wh en  you  say , 
“ Th irty ce n ts ,”  th ey’ll hold  ou t som e ch an ge, like th ey’re offerin g it to you . Th en  
you  tak e som e, cau se th ey ’re offerin g it and  you ’re tryin g to m ak e a  ju g , and  th en  
th ey sh ow  you  th eir badge and  b u st ass . N ow  a  flyboy will n ever d o th at. H e might 
pinch  you  for dru nk  and  call a  p ad dy w agon , bu t he w on ’t trap  you . 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Can  you  th ink  o f  an y oth er d ifferen ces b etw een  a flyboy and  a  
ragp ick er?

i n f o r m a n t : Well, a  ragp ick er d resses in tram p ’s cloth es an d  a flyboy w ears a  
uniform.

4. Triadic Contrast Questions4

This type o f question p resents an informant with three folk terms and 
asks, “ Which two o f these are alike and which one is d ifferent from the 
others?” This procedu re makes exp licit recognition o f the fact that d iffer
ences always imply sim ilarities. This is one o f the most effective types o f 
contrast qu estions.

With some inform ants, triad ic con trast questions will requ ire an exp lana
tion or even  an exam p le. H ere is a typ ical exp lanation and question I would 
use when beginning with this type o f con trast question.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Y o u  h ave told  me ab ou t n early all th e d ifferen t k inds of d rink s th at 
you  serve in Brad y ’s Bar . N ow , I ’d like to  ask  you  a d ifferen t kind o f  q u estion , on e  
th at has to d o with  th e d ifferen ces am on g d rin k s. 

i n f o r m a n t : O .K . I ’ll try to an sw er th e b est I kn ow  h ow .
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Le t  me start with  an  exam p le o f  th e kind o f  q u estion  I w an t to ask .



If I w ere to  sh ow  you  th ese th ree b ook s and  ask  you , “ Wh ich  tw o are alike and  
w hich  on e is d i f f e re n t /’ you  would  p rob ab ly say som eth in g like th is. “ Th ese tw o 
are alik e, th ey are both  p ap erb ack s; th is on e is d ifferen t b ecau se it isn ’t a pa
p erb ack .”  O r tak e an oth er exam p le. If I ask ed  you  ab ou t th ree p eop le wh o work  at 
Brad y ’s Ba r , Jo e , M olly, an d  Sh aron , and  I ask ed  w h ich  tw o w ere alike and  which  
one w as d ifferen t, you  cou ld  say , “ Molly an d  Sh aron  are alik e, th ey are both  
fem ale, and  Joe  is m ale .” N ow , I w an t to ask  you  ab ou t k inds o f  d rink s in th is w ay. 
Is th at clear?

i n f o r m a n t : Well, sort of, bu t I ’m n ot su re.
e t h n o g r a p h e r : O .K . It will b ecom e clear  as we go alon g. H ere are th ree k inds of  

d rin k s, a  gin  an d  t on ic, a sco t ch  and  soda , an d  a Brandy  S ev en . N ow , can  you  tell 
me w h ich  tw o of th ose are alike an d  w h ich  one is d ifferen t? 

i n f o r m a n t : Su re, a gin and  ton ic and  a sco tch  and  sod a are both  fiz z y  and  a Bran d y  
Seven  is bubbly .

With both triad ic con trast qu estions and dyad ic con trast questions the 
ethnographer can  follow  up each  response with a d irected  contrast question. 
For  exam p le, the last exam ple resulted  in two con trasts that w aitresses use 
to d istinguish drinks: some are fizzy and some are bubbly. It turns out that 
this inform ation is extrem ely im portant to a w aitress. Brad y’s Bar  is dark 
and noisy; when bartend ers mix drinks they do not point to each drink as 
they pass it to the waitress and say, “ This is a Brand y Seven  and this is a 
scotch  and sod a.” The w aitress must learn  the cu es for d istinguishing drinks 
at the bar and again when she reaches the cu stom er’s table. If she gives 
cu stom ers the wrong drinks she will have to retrace her step s; it will upset 
the bartend er; and the cu stom er will probably not tip  her. One cue for 
d istinguishing drinks is w hether they are bu bbly  or f i z z y . Now with this 
inform ation I could  ask the following d irected  con trast question: “ N ow , let’s 
go down this list o f all the other drinks and as I read  them  off, can you tell me 
which ones are bubbly and which ones are fizzy?” A typ ical response almost 
alw ays leads to more contrasts:

e t h n o g r a p h e r : Ru sty N ail. 
i n f o r m a n t : Bu b b ly. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Vod k a G im let. 
i n f o r m a n t : T h a t’s not bubbly o r  fizzy. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Wh at is it?
i n f o r m a n t : Well, its clou d y. T h a t’s how  I wou ld  tell it from  th e o th er drinks on  my 

tray .
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Gin G im let. 
i n f o r m a n t : T h a t’s clou d y too . 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : C alvert’s and  W ater . 
i n f o r m a n t : T h at’s clear .

And so I would work through the en tire list o f d rinks until I could tell the cue 
for each  one, w hether bubbly, fizzy, cloud y, clear, or w hatever. The d irect



ed contrast question has enabled  me to d iscover other drinks that were 
fizzy or bubbly; it also led to the d iscovery of new con trasts.

Som etim es triad ic con trast questions (as well as some other contrast 
questions) will elicit what I call the t est  ques t ion  res p o n s e . This response is 
so frequent and so detrim ental to ethnographic research  that every ethnog
rapher must be alerted  to its possibility. Let me give an exam ple of the test 
question resp onse. I began studying skid row men out o f an in terest in 
alcoholism. I wanted  to find out why these men drank as they did. Bu t soon I 
realized that d rinking was not the most important thing to inform ants. They 
were far more concerned  with making a flop, strategies for coping with the 
police, staying out of ja il, and traveling. Then I came across the term t ra m p , 
the m ajor identity category used by these men when out o f ja il. I began 
investigating this folk term, eliciting all the d ifferent kinds of tramps. When I 
asked  the first con trast qu estions, many informants answ ered  with the t es t  
quest ion  res p o n s e. H ere is a typ ical encounter.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : H ere are th ree k inds o f  tram p s, a b indle stiff, an  aird ale, and  a h om e 
guard  tram p . Wh ich  tw o o f  th ese are alike and  w h ich  on e is d ifferen t? 

i n f o r m a n t : W h at d o you  m ean  alike o r  d ifferen t?

These informants som etim es asked  this question in other w ays, like “ What 
kind of d ifference do you w an t?” or “ Different in what w ay?” All these 
responses were asking me to give them some information that I wanted to 
know about these three kinds of tramps.

The great hazard  o f the test question response is that the ethnographer 
may actually respond with inform ation. Becau se I was in terested  in drinking 
behavior, I was tempted  to say, “ Well, which of these tramps drink the 
most and which drinks less?” or “ Which do you think have the most 
serious drinking p roblem , and which one has the less serious drinking 
p roblem ?” It also crossed  my mind to ask for d ifferences about the marital 
status and ed ucational background o f these tramps. Bu t all o f these qu es
tions would have given informants contrasts primarly relevant to an out
sider. In a very subtle way, these questions would have imposed  my in ter
ests onto the folk term s used by tramps. Inform ants would have tried  to give 
their opinions in response to each  o f these qu estions.

In responding to the t es t  qu es t io n  res p o n s e  the ethnographer should p lace 
the responsibility for making contrasts in the hands o f the inform ant. H ere 
are some ways I usually respond to questions about what contrasts or 
d ifferences I am in terested  in: 1

1. Well, I mean alike or d ifferent in any way that you can think of.
2. I’d like to know any d ifferences that you think are im portant to most 

tramps.
3. I ’m sure there are many ways that these three kinds o f tramps are



different, but I’m interested  in the ways that tramps see these d ifferences. 
Can you think o f two that are alike and one that is d ifferent in some way 
that is important to you ?”

Inform ants alm ost alw ays relax and begin to give contrasts freely and ea
gerly when they are given a response such as these. They have been reas
sured that the con trast question is not a test, that the ethnographer still 
wants to know the cu ltu re from their point o f view , that they are the experts 
and ethnographer is the learner. Whenever inform ants offer a test question 
resp onse, I take it as an opportunity to reaffirm the fact that I want them to 
teach  me the meaning of their sym bols. When used in this way, the test 
question response from inform ants can enhance the work of ethnography.

5. Contrast Set Sorting Questions

This type o f question makes use o f all the term s in a con trast set at the 
same tim e. The ethnographer writes each folk term on a card  ahead  of time. 
The card s are then presented  to the informant with a simple instruction: 
“ Would  you sort these into two or more piles in term s of how they are alike 
or d ifferen t?” H ere is an exam ple o f a con trast set sorting question with a 
fou r-year-old  informant about the work done in kindergarten.

e t h n o g r a p h e r : La s t  tim e w e talked  you  told  m e ab ou t a  lot o f  d ifferen t k inds of  
w ork  you  d o at sch ool. D o you  d o w ork  everyd ay? 

i n f o r m a n t : Oh yes , like tod ay we did big b lock s and  clay  m ost o f  th e morning. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, h ere are som e card s. I h ave p asted  o r  d raw n  p ictu res on  each  

on e th at rep resen ts each  k ind o f  w ork  you  d o. Th is on e is fo r t ink er t oy s, this 
crayon  is for co loring, and  so on . Can  you  recogn ize all th ese k inds o f  w ork ? 

i n f o r m a n t : (goin g th rou gh  all th e card s) O h , yes. T h a t’s fo rm , and  th a t’s t rain, e tc. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : N o w , I ’d like to p lay a  little gam e togeth er. I w an t you  to p lace  

th ese card s in d ifferen t p iles. Bu t first you  h ave to  th ink  ab ou t th e card s and  put th e 
sam e on es togeth er in on e p ile th at are alik e, and  th en  oth ers in an oth er p ile th at 
are alik e, and  oth er on es in still an oth er p ile. You  can  m ake on ly tw o p iles o r  as 
m an y p iles as you  w an t. O K?

i n f o r m a n t : Su re, th a t’s easy . (Sh e begin s sortin g th e card s in to p iles, stopp ing 
occasion ally  to  m ove a card  from  on e p ile to an oth er .) O K , I ’m d on e. 

e t h n o g r a p h e r : N o w , can  you  tell m e w hy you  put th ese card s in th is p ile? (Poin ts  
to th e first p ile.)

i n f o r m a n t : Su re, all th ese k in ds o f  w ork  are  on es th at both  b oys and  girls d o, but 
m ostly th e b oys d o th em . An d  th is secon d  p ile is on es th at b oth  b oys and  girls do 
but m ostly girls d o th em . Th is last pile is on e th at on ly girls d o, th a t’s p a p er dolls. I

I would then p lace all the card s together in a single pile and ask the same 
question over again: “ Can you p lace these in tw o or more piles in terms of 
some way that the card s are alike and d ifferen t?” After the first two or three



tim es, it is su fficient to say m erely, “ O K, that’s great, now let’s do it again, 
only put them in d ifferent piles this tim e.” Som etim es it will take more than 
ten d ifferent sorting exercises to exhaust the con trasts that an informant 
knows or can recall.

Frequ ently an informant will give a test question response such as: “ What 
kind of piles do you want me to m ake?” And as with the triad ic sorting 
question, the ethnographer merely states that any way the informant thinks 
is important or any way that the inform ant can think of is appropriate.

6. Twenty Questions Game

Perhaps you have played  the game of “ Tw enty Qu estion s,” in which one 
person thinks of an object and others try to guess that object by asking 
twenty qu estions. If the object cannot be d iscovered  in tw enty questions the 
person who thought o f the object wins. Som etim es this game is referred  to as 
“ Animal, Vegetable, Mineral,”  becau se some rules requ ire that the object 
thought of be labeled  as an animal, vegetable, or mineral for a beginning clue. 
The main rule underlying this game is that the questioners must only ask 
questions that can be answ ered  yes or no.

In adapting the Tw enty Questions game to ethnography, instead  of saying 
animal, vegetable, or mineral (w hich are simply large domains in our cultural 
knowledge), the ethnographer selects a single con trast set and picks one folk 
term from that. The informant is told which con trast set the folk term  com es 
from , but not the folk term itself. The task placed  before the informant is to 
ask yes and no questions o f the ethnographer until the inform ant can guess 
which term  the ethnographer is thinking of.

This game reveals the hidden con trasts that underly a con trast set. In the 
cou rse of playing the game the ethnographer d iscovers the appropriate 
questions that inform ants would ask abou t all the folk terms in the set. As 
you can see from the following exam p le, the ethnographer must still ask 
some questions during the cou rse o f the game. This exam ple com es from  an 
actual game played  with an elderly tramp who had spent many years in the 
Seattle City Jail. I p laced  before him sixteen  folk term s, all o f which referred  
to the d ifferent kinds of tru sties in the ja il. These are the term s:

ran ger
georgetow n  m an  
Wallin gford  m an  
bull cook 
b lu e room  m an  
b arb er

od lin’s man 
city hall man 
floor man 
cou rt u sher 
kitchen man

garage man 
harbor patrol man 
clerk
hosp ital orderly 
runner

The questions and answ ers went something like this:



e t h n o g r a p h e r : I ’d like you  to  ask  me q u estion s to  see if you  can  gu ess wh ich  of  
th ese term s I ’m th inking of. You  can  on ly ask  q u estion s th at I can  an sw er yes or  
n o. Yo u  can ’t sim ply poin t to a  card  and  say , “ Is it th is o n e ?”  

i n f o r m a n t : O K . Are you  th ink ing o f  an  ou tsid e tru sty?
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, b efore I can  an sw er th a t , will you  tell me which  tru sties are 

ou tsid e tru sties?
i n f o r m a n t : Su re, th ese (h e p ick s up  all th e term s w h ich  are ou tsid e tru sties and  

sh ow s th em  to m e).
e t h n o g r a p h e r : (Wh ile writing dow n  w h ich  term s are ou tsid e tru sties .) N o , it isn ’t 

an  ou tsid e tru sty , can  you  ask  m e an oth er q u estion ? 
i n f o r m a n t : I s  it a  tru sty w ho w ork s on  th e first floor o f th e ja i l? 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Well, b efore I can  an sw er th at, you  will h ave to tell m e wh ich  on es 

w ork  on  th e first floor o f  th e jail.
i n f o r m a n t : Well, its on ly th e k itch en  m en . All th e oth ers w ork  som ep lace else. 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : N o , th e on e I ’m th inking o f  d oesn ’t w ork  on  th e first floor o f  the jail. 

Can  you  ask  me an oth er q u estion ?
i n f o r m a n t : D oes th e on e you ’re think ing o f  w ork  m ostly with bulls o r  also with  

in m ates an d  civilian s?
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Before I can  an sw er th at, you  will h ave to tell me wh ich  on es work  

m ostly with  bu lls.
i n f o r m a n t : Th e ran ger, od lin ’s m an , garage m an , georgetow n  m an , h arb or patrol 

m an , Wallingford m an , b lue room  m an , and  clerk . 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Ye s , he w ork s m ostly with  bu lls. 
i n f o r m a n t : Well, th en  it m u st be th e b lue room  m an  o r  th e clerk . 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : H o w  do you  k n ow ?
i n f o r m a n t : Becau se  you  said it w asn ’t an  ou tsid e m an , and  th ey are th e on ly ones 

w h o w ork  m ostly with  bulls an d  are not ou tsid e m en . 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : O .K ., it’s on e o f  th ose tw o, b u t can  you  ask  me a  question  to find 

ou t?
i n f o r m a n t : D oes th e on e you ’re th ink ing o f  w ork  m ostly with  food ? 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Wh ich  on es w ork  m ostly with  food ? 
i n f o r m a n t : O f th ese tw o, on ly th e Blu e room  m an . 
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Ye s , th e on e I ’m  th inking o f  w ork s m ostly with  food . 
i n f o r m a n t : Th en  it h as to be th e b lue room  m an .
e t h n o g r a p h e r : Righ t. N ow , le t’s start again . I ’m th inking o f  a d ifferen t tru sty. Can  

you  ask  me q u estion s, th is tim e d ifferen t q u estion s, to see if you  can  gu ess?

This game works esp ecially well with young informants but can be used 
with those of any age. After a few  times through most informants will begin 
to generate many d ifferent qu estions, thus revealing the underlying contrasts 
they use to code a set o f folk term s such as this.

7. Rating Questions

Rating questions seek to d iscover the values placed  on sets of symbols. 
They ask informants to make contrasts on the basis o f which folk terms are 
best, easiest, most d ifficult, w orst, most in teresting, most d esirable, most



und esirable, or any other rating criteria. Many times a rating question must 
be asked  in the form  o f a d irected  con trast question which gives the infor
mant one con trast, then asks for others.

All the other con trast qu estions, will, on occasion , yield evaluations and 
ratings. H ow ever, due to the im portance o f finding out the values that people 
attach  to the sym bols o f a cu ltu re, I have identified this as a d istinct 
question. After eliciting many d ifferent con trasts from my kindergarten 
informant about the types o f work, I introduced  a rating question such as, 
“ Which type of work do you  like the best?” or “ Which types o f work would 
you like to do first, which ones next, and which ones last?”

The ethnographer must be alert to folk term s that refer to rating scales. 
Tramps would refer to one or another tru sty jo b  as “ sh itty ,” “ soft jo b ,” and 
“ worse than locku p .” These terms then becam e the basis for asking them to 
rate all the tru sty job s. Inform ants can often create their own scales. Thu s, 
instead  of merely saying that some tru sty jo b s are “ soft jo b s ” and others are 
not, they would place them in rank ord er from the least soft to the most soft. 
Som etim es each  jo b  would appear in a separate category or degree o f 
“ softn ess,” and som etim es several would appear together as the same 
degree o f softness. When this set o f contrasts was compared  with ratings 
about the degree o f d ifficulty o f the jo b , many new insights about the culture 
emerged .

I began this step by identifying fou r d isco v ery  p rin cip les  used in the study 
of cultural meaning system s. One o f th ese, the contrast p rincip le, was 
d iscussed  in detail. It states that the meaning o f a symbol can be d iscovered  
by finding out how it contrasts with other sym bols. I p resented  seven 
d ifferent types o f con trast qu estions, each  designed  to elicit d ifferences 
among folk term s which belong to the same con trast set. These qu estions 
can also be used with nonverbal symbols to d iscover d ifferences. For  ex
ample, an ethnographer could  p resent an informant with items o f clothing, 
tools, paintings, or any other artifact to elicit contrasts with the seven 
questions.

At the same tim e, I want to stress that it is possible to d iscover many of 
the contrasts imp licit in a cu ltu re without ever asking a single qu estion. 
Through participant observation  with tram ps, I am certain  one could  even 
tually find out all the d ifferences among kinds of flops or kinds o f tru sties. 
However, this would take a very long time and requ ire that the ethnographer 
visit more than one hundred types o f flops. Bu t con trasts can also be 
d iscovered  from interview  data without asking con trast qu estions. By 
searching for statem ents made abou t a set o f sym bols in restricted  con trast it 
is possible to d istinguish them . The con trast qu estions are tools which 
enable the ethnographer to d iscover con trasts, both tacit and exp licit, with 
great ease. H ow ever, the same tool is not alw ays useful with every infor
mant; neither is it necessary to use all these tools to d iscover con trasts. I 
have p resented  a range of questions so that you can draw on those that work



best with each  particu lar inform ant. I have known some ethnographers, for 
exam p le, who found it best not to use any con trast questions in a d irect, 
form al manner. Throughou t their descrip tive interviews they would casually 
ask for d ifferences, but never call attention to what they were doing.

The various d ifferences which em erge from con trast questions and from 
reviewing field notes have been called  by various nam es, including dimen
sions o f con trast, attribu tes, and com ponents of meaning. This last term has 
given rise to a method  o f analysis called  co m p o n en t ia l  analy sis  that we will 
d iscu ss in the next step . Componential analysis will enable you to take all the 
contrasts you have d iscovered , organize them  in a system atic fashion, iden
tify missing con trasts, and rep resent the com ponents o f meaning for any 
contrast set.

TASKS
9.1 Review your field notes and search for contrasts that distinquish folk 

terms in one or more contrast sets you have already identified.
9.2 Formulate contrast questions of each type presented in this step for one 

or more contrast sets.
9.3 Conduct an interview in which you use descriptive, structural, and con 

trast questions.



O B JE C T IV E S
1. To u n d ers tan d  the  ro le  of c o m p o n e n tia l an a ly s is  in th e  s tudy of 

cultural m e a n in g  system s.
2. To id entify  the  s teps in m ak in g  a  c o m p o n e n tia l ana lys is .
3. To carry  out a  s y s tem atic  c o m p o n e n tia l an a ly s is  on one or 

m ore contrast sets.
4. To use contrast q u es tio n s  to  verify  an d  c o m p le te  a  c o m p o n e n  

tia l an a lys is .

Let us review briefly where the Developmental Research  
Sequ ence has brought us. First, our goal in ethnography is 
to d iscover and d escribe the cu ltu ral meaning system  that 
people are using to organize their behavior and in terp ret 
experience. Meaning always involves the use of sym bols. 
Although symbols can be created  from anything in human 
exp erience, in this book we have focu sed  on linguistic sym 
bols: those created  from vocal sounds or physical move
ments (such as the sign language of the d eaf). Lingu istic 
symbols form the core of the meaning system  of every 
cu lture, and with these we can com m unicate about all other 
symbols in a cu ltu re. Ethnographic interviews are one 
means for gathering a sample o f linguistic sym bols.

Second , we saw that sym bolic meaning arises from  the 
way symbols are related  to one another. Ethnography is the 
study of cultural meaning sy st em s', it is the search  for all the 
relationships among sym bols, in this case, the folk terms 
used by your informant. If we cou ld  trace all the relation 
ships that any symbol has in this system , we would have 
fully defined that sym bol.

The D .R.S. Method  began by locating an informant and 
conducting interviews using d escrip tive questions. In itially, 
the main purpose was to collect a sample of linguistic sym 
bols: the folk term s and their relationship s. Th is, of cou rse, 
is an ongoing p rocess, one you will continue until the last 
interview. In ord er to find how these folk term s were or
ganized, you began with a domain analysis. This involved  
the system atic search  for the cover term s and included  
terms that make up the categories of cultu ral knowledge 
your informant knows. In  making a domain analysis, you 
used the sem antic relationships which stru ctu re domains. 
This enabled  you to locate, verify, and elicit more folk terms 
in a number of domains. By repeating the steps for making a 
domain analysis (and using structu ral qu estions), you iden-
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tified a long list of domains. This gave you an overview  of the cultural scene 
and some idea as to how the su rface stru ctu re o f that scene was organized . 
You  have p robably continued  to add to this list o f domains and will continue 
it until you have finished  writing the ethnographic d escrip tion.

You  then shifted  from the su rface structu re to begin an in-depth analysis 
o f selected  domains. Using the techniqu e of taxonom ic analysis, you d iscov
ered  new relationship s among folk term s which also revealed  the internal 
stru ctu re of domains. Then , in the last chap ter, you shifted  from looking for 
similarities among folk term s (their inclusion in domains and taxonom ies) 
and began to focu s on d ifferences. Using the d iscovery principle of contrast, 
you were able to d iscover numerous con trasts for a number o f contrast sets. 
You  are now ready to organize this inform ation and more systematically 
identify the com ponents of meaning for folk term s. This will be accom 
plished  through making a com ponential analysis.

COMPONENTIAL ANALYSIS1

Com ponential analysis is the system atic search  for the attribu tes (com po
nents of meaning) associated  with cu ltural sym bols. Whenever an ethnog
rapher d iscovers con trasts among the members of a category, these con 
trasts are best thought of as the attribu tes or com ponents o f meaning for any 
term . For  exam ple, a ra n ger and a ru n n er are both kinds of tru sties. Until 
recen tly, our emphasis has been on their sim ilarity: they are both related  by 
being included in the set, k inds o f  t ru s t ies . Bu t each  o f these folk terms has 
acquired  meanings for tramps that are not revealed  by this similarity. When 
con trasted , we d iscover that a ranger is a tru sty who leaves the ja il each day 
and travels to the pistol range; a runner, on the other hand remains within 
the ja il until released . Each  fact (leaves the ja il, remains in the ja il) is a 
com ponent of meaning for the resp ective folk term s. When a tramp says to 
som eone, “ I made ra n ger last time I was in the bu cket,” this folk term 
carries the com ponent o f meaning that he left the ja il each day to travel to the 
pistol range. We say that ranger has the a t t ribu t e o f leaving the ja il.

We can define an attribu te as any elem ent o f information that is regularly 
associated  with a sym bol.2 Take a folk term  like p in e t ree from our own 
cu ltu re. If we identify this term  as a mem ber o f the domain t ree, we have one 
bit o f inform ation. H ow ever, p in e t ree has a great deal o f other things 
associated  with it: it is a p lant, a living object, an evergreen tree; it goes 
through stages o f d evelopment; it produ ces pine con es; it can be used for 
lum ber; it som etim es drips p itch; it has need les instead  of leaves; its needles 
are usually green; it sheds need les from the inner branches in the fall. We 
could  go on and on. Fu rtherm ore, it is possible to associate any kind of 
inform ation conceivable with the folk term p in e t ree . We can imagine a 
society that adds these attribu tes: pine trees are homes for supernatural



beings; pine trees require com plex rituals to rem ove these beings; pine tree 
sap has cu rative pow ers; the need les of pine trees should be worn by all 
brides around their wrists and ankles. All this information rep resents the 
attribu tes of the symbol p in e t ree .

Attribu tes are alw ays related  to folk term s by additional sem antic relation 
ships. In placing a folk term within a particu lar domain, and again in finding 
its place within a particu lar taxonom y, you isolated  a s in gle sem antic rela
tionship. In making a com ponential analysis, you will focu s on m ult ip le 
relationships betw een a folk term  and other sym bols. Even  when we ask 
structural qu estions, most informants volu nteer additional relationship s, 
additional information (or attribu tes) about the folk terms we are studying. 
Let’s say you form ulate a structu ral question: What are all the d ifferent 
kinds of trees? An informant will p robably never respond simply by listing 
all the kinds of trees. A typical informant will say something like the 
following:

Well, th ere are lots o f  d ifferen t k in ds. Th ere are oak s, you  k n ow , th e on es th at h ave 
acorn s. And b irch es. And  ced a rs , d ouglas fir, m ap le; th ose are really p retty  in th e 
fall, th eir leaves tu rn  brigh t red  an d  th en  gold . Le t 's  see, a sycam ore  is a kind o f  tree  
and so is a p ine tree . Th ey h ave lots o f  green  n eed les and  at Ch ristm as we alw ays  
make w reath s from  p ine con es .

Up until now you may have wondered how to handle all this extra informa
tion, things that simply cou ld n’t go into a taxonom y becau se they involved  
other sem antic relationship s. A com ponential analysis will lead to specific 
ways to represent all this extra inform ation. In Figure 10.1 I have shown a 
single folk term with some o f its at t ribu t es  in a d iagram that shows how each 
attribu te is related  to the term  by a sem antic relationship .

There are two ways that anthropologists have carried  out com ponential 
analysis o f folk term s. The first app roach has limited  itself to d iscovering 
those attribu tes that are concep tu alized  by inform ants. This kind o f com po
nential analysis seeks to d iscover the p s y ch o lo gica l  realit y  o f the infor
mant’s world , and is the approach taken throughout this book.3

However, some investigators have sought the formal or logical d ifferences 
among members o f a con trast set. In doing so, they have made free use of 
their own concep ts without being concerned  whether their analysis reflected  
the attribu tes salient to those who knew the cu ltu re. This type o f analysis has 
sought to d iscover the s t ru ct u ra l  realit y  which did not necessarily coincid e 
with the inform ant’s p ercep tions.4

Although most o f the com ponential analyses using the structu ral reality 
approach have been done with kinship term s, we can illustrate with alm ost 
any domain. Take, for exam ple, the domain o f w ork  mentioned  earlier for a 
kindergarten classroom . By observing children working and by thinking 
about what their activities involve, it is possible to a ss ign  attribu tes to



FIGURE 10.1 Some Attributes and Semantic Relationships of Trusty

various activities. A social p sychologist, for instance, might assign the 
following attribu tes to these term s:

rig-a - j igs : involves primarily manual d exterity skills
f a rm : involves primarily social skills
s ci en ce t a b le: involves primarily analytic skills

My inform ant, on the other hand, never recognized  such attribu tes but 
instead  identified  ones like “ done mostly by girls,”  “ you have to pick up a 
mess afterw ard s,” and “ you have to sit down to do it .” Componential 
analysis, like all other form s of analysis, can alw ays make use of information 
unk now n  to informants to d istinguish a set o f term s. Our goal is to map as 
accu rately as possible the psychological reality of our inform ant’s cultural 
knowledge.

By asking contrast questions you have already elicited  numerous attri
bu tes for many d ifferent folk term s. It is useful to rep resent graphically the 
most important attribu tes for any set o f folk term s. This can be done with a 
p a ra d i gm .5 A paradigm is a schem atic rep resentation o f the attribu tes which



distinguish the members of a contrast set. Whereas a taxonom y shows only a 
single relationship among a set o f term s, a paradigm shows multiple sem antic 
relationships. Le t’s look first at an empty paradigm in ord er to identify the 
basic elem ents; then we can  p lace a small con trast set within it.

CONTRAST SET
DIMENSIONS OF CONTRAST

1 2 3
Folk term A Attribute A-1 Attribute A-2 Attribute A-3
Folk term B Attribute B-1 Attribute B-2 Attribute B-3
Folk term C Attribute C-1 Attribute C-2 Attribute C-3

The first column contains the members of a con trast set, the folk terms 
that go together by reason of a single sem antic relationship . If we take a 
single folk term , the row of sp aces opposite that term contain  the attribu tes 
for that particu lar term . In this empty paradigm, each term has sp aces for 
three attribu tes. If we shift our attention from a single folk term and 
consid er the entire set, the first column o f attribu tes becom es a d im en s io n  o f  
con t ras t . This is any d imension of meaning where some or all o f the terms 
contrast. For  exam p le, the d ifferent kinds o f w ork  in the kindergarten class 
mentioned earlier d iffer for the d imension of con trast: that is, the sex o f pupil 
who usually does the work. There are several d ifferent v a lues  on this 
d imension o f contrast: (a) usually done by boys, (b) usually done by girls, 
and (c) always done by girls. Many tim es it is useful to focu s our attention on 
a d imension of con trast, irresp ective of the folk terms in the con trast set; at 
those times we will refer to the d ifferent contrasts as v a lu es . When we shift 
back to talking about the folk term s, these values are referred  to as at t ri
bu t es .

The d imensions of con trast are given numbers in this empty parad igm, but 
in an actual case will be named or referred  to by a d escrip tive phrase. 
Som etim es a d imension o f con trast will com e d irectly from something an 
informant says; at other tim es it must be inferred  from what has been  said . 
For exam ple, my kindergarten inform ant never said , “ These are all d ifferent 
becau se of the sex o f the pupil who usually does the w ork.’’ What she did 
say was, “ Boys usually do that, girls usually do that, and only girls do th a t.’’ 
From  these statem ents, I simply made the generalization that they all re
ferred to the sex of who was doing a particular kind of work. The name of a 
d imension o f con trast is alw ays more general than any o f the specific values 
for that d imension of con trast.

In Figure 10.2 I have shown a small paradigm that partially defines the 
contrast set k inds o f  in m a t es  from my study of the Seattle City Ja il. This 
paradigm shows five folk term s (m em bers o f the con trast set): t rus t y , d ru n k , 
lo ck u p , k ick o u t y rabbit . All share a featu re of meaning: they are all id entities 
conferred  on tramps by the ja il system . Actu ally, as we shall see, a ra bbit  is



FIGURE 10.2 Paradigm for Kinds of Inmates6

DIMENSIONS OF CONTRAST

CONTRAST SET Works Doing Time
Living

Location
Difficulty 
of Time

Ability to 
Hustle

Type of 
Hustling*

Drunk No Does drunk 
time

Drunk
tank

Dead time = 
hard time

Limited 1,2,3,7

Lockup No Does lockup 
time

Lockup
cells

Usually 
does hard 
time

Limited 1,2,3,5,6, 
7,8,9,10

Trusty Yes Does trusty 
time

Trusty
tank/
outside

Usually 
does easy 
time

Unlimited All: 1-11

Kickout No Is doing 
short time

N/A** Is doing 
easy time

Limited 2,3,7,10,11

Rabbit No Isn’t doing 
time

Outside 
the jail

N/A N/A N/A

* Inmates recognize eleven kinds of hustling that can be carried out in jail to gain needed goods and 
services. These are 1. conning, 2. peddling, 3. kissing ass, 4. making a run, 5. taking a rake-off, 6. 
playing cards, 7. bumming, 8. running a game, 9. making a pay-off, 10. beating, 11. making a phone 
call. (See Spradley 1970: 225-251, for a detailed analysis of this domain.)
** N/A indicates a dimension of contrast is not applicable.

one who has run away from the ja il and so at any moment may not actually 
be inside of the ja il. Ind eed , many t rus t ies  will spend much of their time 
outside the ja il, but in a very d ifferent cap acity than the rabbit . From  this 
paradigm we can see that at least six d ifferent d imensions of contrast define 
the various kinds of inm ates: whether they w ork, what kind o f time they do, 
where they live, whether their tim e will be “ hard ” or “ easy ,” whether they 
can “ hu stle”  for things they want, and which hustling strategies they can 
u se. For  any particu lar term , we can now identify six attribu tes of the 
meaning of that term . We can also see the ways in which these folk terms are 
d ifferent. This paradigm, then, shows numerous sem antic relationships for 
the terms which belong to the category k inds o f  in m a t es . It does not exhaust 
the d istinctions that tramps m ake; neither does it fully define any single 
term . Bu t it does give some of the most important information in summary 
form and allows us to exam ine qu ickly the d ifferences among inmates.

This paradigm represents one small part o f the cognitive map known to 
tramps. It enables them to an t icip a t e fu ture situations, plan for them, and 
make d ecisions o f various sorts. They will know, for exam ple, that certain 
kinds of inmates will do “ hard tim e” and others will do “ easy tim e.” A 
p erson ’s cultural knowledge is made up of hundreds o f such “ m ap s,” all 
interrelated  into a complex system  of cultural meanings.

STEPS IN MAKING A COMPONENTIAL ANALYSIS

A com ponential analysis includes the en tire p rocess of searching for 
con trasts, sorting them ou t, grouping som e together as d imensions of con 



trast, and entering all this inform ation onto a paradigm. It also includes 
verifying this information with inform ants and filling in any missing inform a
tion. Although this may appear com p lex, you have already done most o f the 
work involved . It will simplify the p rocess by ind icating a series of steps 
from start to finish.

S t ep  O n e: S el ect  a co n t ra s t  s et  f o r ana ly s is . In  ord er to illu strate these 
steps, I will exam ine another con trast set from the domain p eo p le in t he 
bu ck et . By now you have at least some idea about the meaning of the term 
t rust y . However, what I have presented  thus far is only in contrast to other 
inmates. In ord er to fully understand  this folk term , we would need  to 
contrast it with all other term s in the en tire domain. Most im portant, we 
would need to find out the meaning of all the folk term s in clu d ed  in t rus t y . As 
an example of the steps in making a componential analysis, the con trast set 
k inds o f  t rust ies  will help illuminate the meaning of t ru s t y . Although there 
are more than sixty d ifferent kinds of tru sties, I will only analyze the first 
level in the taxonom y which includes the follow ing term s:

ranger
georgetown man 
Wallingford man 
bull cook 
blue room man 
barber

od lin’s man 
city hall man 
floor man 
cou rt usher 
kitchen man

garage man 
harbor patrol man 
clerk
hospital orderly 
runner

S t ep  Tw o: In v en t o ry  all con t ra s t s  p rev io u s ly  d is co v ered . Many contrasts 
will probably com e d irectly from interview s in which you asked  con trast 
questions. Others will be d iscovered  in interviews not specifically centered  
on contrasts. Any statem ents about any m em ber of the con trast set can be 
used. These can be inventoried  and written down on a sep arate sheet of 
paper, thus compiling a list o f con trasts. H ere are some from my field notes 
to give you an idea of what the contrasts for this analysis looked  like.

A hospital ord erly is d ifferen t from  th e b lue room  man and  th e georgetow n  man  
b ecau se he w ork s with  th e n u rse, h e’s u n d er h er ju risd iction .

A ran ger is d ifferen t from  a b lue room  man ’cau se th e ran ger is ou tsid e.

A h arb or p atrol man clean s up b oats , b u t th e garage m an  clean s up cars .

Th e clerk  w orks with  o th er in m ates, he assign s th em  to  th in gs; th e b lue room  man  
deals m ostly with th e bu lls.

The ru n n er sees m ost o f  w h at’s goin g on ; he goes all over  th e jail.

The h arb or patrol has m ore freed om  th an  eith er the ran ger o r th e od lin 's  man cau se  
he d on ’t h ave to be in at a  certa in  tim e.



City hall and  garage m en  h ave to com e b ack  in to th e jail tw o tim es each  d ay; the 
ran ger goes ou t on ce and  com es b ack .

From  interviewing numerous informants I had collected  many more state
ments about con trasts, but these are sufficient to show the type of informa
tion you must inventory.

S t ep  T h ree: P rep a re a p a ra d igm  w ork sh eet . A paradigm w orksheet con 
sists o f an empty paradigm in which you en ter the folk term s in the left-hand  
column labeled  “ contrast se t .” The w orksheet should have attribu te spaces 
large enough for you to write a number o f words and short phrases. As you 
begin your analysis you will want to en ter more information on the paradigm 
than will appear when it is com pleted . On a large w orksheet you can make 
notes to you rself and show links betw een this paradigm and other domains.

S t ep  Fo u r: Iden t i fy  d im en s io n s  o f  co n t ra s t  w hich h a v e binary  v a lues . A  
d imension o f con trast is an idea or concep t that has at least two parts. For 
exam ple, the concep t has  lea v es  is a d imension o f con trast that is related  to 
trees. It has two values or parts: (1) Yes, a tree does have leaves, (2) N o, a 
tree does not have leaves. This d imension of con trast has two (binary) 
values. In  the previous exam ple of a paradigm (Figu re 10.2), the first dimen
sion o f con trast had to do with the concep t w ork . It implied a question, 
“ Does this kind o f inmate w ork?”  As this paradigm is constru cted , there are 
only two possible answ ers, so this d imension o f contrast is binary. One 
inmate w orks; all the others do not.

Here are some exam ples o f con trast statem ents that I have used to 
generate d imensions of con trast with binary values:

1. A hospital orderly is d ifferent from the blue room man and the 
george town man becau se he works with the nurse. W ork s w ith n u rs e: yes, 
no.

2. A harbor patrol man cleans up boats. C lea n s  up  bo a t s : yes, no.
3. City hall and garage men have to com e back into the ja il two times each 

day; the ranger goes out once and com es back. Ja i l  d ep a rt u re a n d  ret u rn : 
once daily, tw ice daily.

As you generate d imensions of con trast, be sure to en ter the values of folk 
term s on your paradigm w orksheet. For  exam p le, when identifying the 
d imension o f con trast ja i l  d ep a rt u re a n d  ret u rn , I would immediately enter 
t w ice daily  in the attribu te spaces opposite cit y  ha ll  m a n  and ga ra ge m a n ; 
I would en ter o n ce daily  in the attribu te space opposite ra n ger. All other 
values for the other term s on this d imension of con trast would be unknown 
until fu rther research  was carried  out. In Figure 10.3 I have identified a 
number o f d imensions o f con trast and filled in known values on a paradigm 
w orksheet.



FIGURE 10.3 Paradigm Worksheet: Kinds of Trusties

DIMENSIONS OF CONTRAST

c o a / t e e s t
S E T

Works
w ith
boohs

Works
w ith
ears

Works 
oulside 
!he ja i l

Mush 
always eo i 
ja i l  -food

Con A ned lo  
o reslricted  
area in ja i l

O nly short" 
tim ers a re  
ass/yned

Prou/des 
Seru/ce ho 
th e  do a r t

P o rg er No No Yes Yes No Y&S,

Od bh ‘s man No Yes Yes Yes

Garage, man No Yes Yes Yes No

Georgetown m an I/o Yes Yes N o

C ity  h a ll mon No Yes Yes No

H arbor p a tro l man Yes No Yes No A/o

INaJb/igAord man No Yes No N o

Floor man No No No Yes Yes

Cl&rX No A/o No Yes Yes

B u ll Cook' No No No Yes Yes

Co o r /  c/o h e r' No No No Yes Yes

H ospital orderly No No No Yes No

ß/ue room  man No No N o Yes Yes N o

F  H e hen mon No No No Yes

Funner* No No Yes No

B arb er' No No Yes No

S t ep  Fi v e: Co m bin e clo sely  rela t ed  d im en s io n s  o f  co n t ra s t  int o o n es  t hat  
hav e m ult iple v a lu es . The m ajor reason for beginning with d imensions of 
contrast which have binary values (as the ones in Figure 10.3) is their 
simplicity. Most of these can be formulated  as questions that are answered  
yes or no. Alm ost alw ays, two d imensions o f con trast which have 
binary values will, on in sp ection , prove to be closely related . For  exam ple, 
consid er the first two d imensions of con trast in Figure 10.3. H arbor patrol 
men work with boats, and this led to a d imension o f con trast w ork ing w ith 
boa t s . My data ind icated  that no other tru sties worked  with boats; I entered  
yes and no in all the appropriate attribu te sp aces. The second  d imen
sion of contrast is similar: w ork s w ith ca rs . Again, I en tered  as many 
yes and no attribu tes as I had information on. Now, it is possible to 
combine these two d imensions o f con trast into a slightly more general one: 
W hat  do t hey  w ork  w it h? At first, it appeared  that there would be three 
values: (1) boats, (2) cars, and (3) neither. H ow ever, this combining opera
tion raised  another question: What do other tru sties work with? I was now 
ready to go back to my informants and ask them. Eventu ally I d iscovered  six



categories o f things they worked  with: vehicles (cars and m otorcycles), 
boats, guns, bu ild ings, food , and people.

S t ep  S i x : P rep a re co n t ra s t  qu es t io n s  to elicit  m is s in g a t t ribu t es  a n d  new  
d im en s io n s  o f  co n t ra s t . One o f the great values o f a paradigm worksheet is 
that it will qu ickly reveal the kinds of information needed  from informants. It 
offers a ch eck sheet that will guide you in preparing con trast questions or 
specific questions like, “ Does a clerk provide service to the cou rt?”

S t ep  S ev en : C o n d u ct  an in t erv iew  to elicit  n eed ed  da t a . As a result of 
combining d imensions of con trast you will undoubted ly find many gaps in 
the data. Fu rtherm ore, you will find that d imensions o f contrast sometimes 
suggest en tirely new domains. For  exam p le, if an informant states, “ Odlin’s 
men have it n ice becau se they can take a rake-off and do other kinds of 
hu stling,”  it suggests a new domain: k inds o f  h u s t l in g. And so you could , 
in the next in terview , ask a structu ral question to see if there are many folk 
term s in this domain, which originally appeared  to you as a d imension of 
con trast.

S t ep  E igh t : P rep a re a co m p let ed  p a ra d igm . From  your interview  data you 
will p robably be able to com plete the paradigm you had partially analyzed 
before the in terview . Som etim es a single con trast set is best analyzed  with 
two or more parad igms. For  exam p le, in addition to the information pro
vided in Figure 10.4 (the completed  paradigm for kinds of tru sties), I elicited  
inform ation on the visual characteristics o f tru sties. The police department 
requ ires the various kinds o f tru sties to wear d istinctive uniforms, and these 
visual characteristics could  becom e the basis for a sep arate paradigm. Or, it 
would be possible to do an extensive analysis o f the d ifferences among 
tru sties for various hustling strategies. This might well becom e the basis for 
another parad igm.

Som etim es, as in the completed  paradigm on k inds o f  t ru s t ies , it is neces
sary to use numbers in each  attribu te sp ace, rather than writing out a verbal 
d escrip tion of the attribu te. In this analysis (Figure 10.4) the attribu tes 
related  to confinem ent were so detailed  and specific that a paradigm that 
included such written material would have becom e unwieldy.

In this chap ter I have presented  the steps in making a componential 
analysis. In the study of any particu lar cu ltu ral scene, you must decide 
which domains to exam ine in this kind of detail. Som e ethnographers seek to 
make a com ponential analysis o f as many domains as possible; others limit 
this detailed  investigation to one or more cen tral domains, describing other 
asp ects o f a cultu ral scene in more general term s. We have now completed  a 
d iscu ssion o f in-depth analysis o f domains and in the next step  we will move 
back to the su rface o f a cultu ral scene to try and constru ct a more holistic 
view.



FIGURE 10.4 Completed Paradigm: Kinds of Trusties

DIMENSIONS OF CONTRAST

TRUSTY I.O 2.0 3.0 4.0 5.0

Ranger 1.2 2.2 4.1 5.1
Odlin’s man 1.2 2.4 4.2 5.1
Garage man 1.2 2.3 4.3 5.1
Georgetown man 1.2 2.2 4.2 5.1
City hall man 1.2 2.3 4.2 5.2
Harbor patrol man 1.2 2.1 4.4 5.1
Wallingford man 1.2 2.1 4.2 5.1
Floor man 1.1 3.3 4.2 5.4
Clerk 1.1 3.3 4.6 5.1
Bull cook 1.1 3.3 4.2 5.3
Court usher 1.1 3.3 4.6 5.5
Hospital orderly 1.1 3.3 4.6 5.6
Blue room man 1.1 3.3 4.5 5.1
Kitchen man 1.1 3.1 4.5 5.6
Runner 1.1 3.2 4.6 5.4
Barber 1.1 3.3 4.6 5.4

DIMENSIONS OF CONTRAST

1.0 Restricted Mobility
1.1 Inside
1.2 Outside

2.0 Freedom
2.1 Live outside the jail in another part of town. Eat at restaurants, are free to go to 

stores and movies, and may have visitors throughout the week.
2.2 Leave the jail each morning and return in the late afternoon. Must eat a lunch 

prepared in jail. Some opportunity to go to stores but items must be smuggled 
back into jail.

2.3 Leave the jail in morning, return at noon to eat lunch, and then go back out until 
late in the afternoon.

2.4 Leave jail in morning, return at noon to eat lunch, then go back out until late 
afternoon, but the place of work is in the same building as the jail.

3.0 Confinement
3.1 Leave 6th and 7th floors of public safety building and travel by elevator to the jail 

kitchen on first floor. Upon return at the end of the work day will often be 
examined for contraband.

3.2 Remain within the bucket itself (6th and 7th floors) but have freedom to move 
throughout these two floors.

3.3 Must work in a restricted area on a single floor.
4.0 Work Focus

4.1 Guns
4.2 Buildings
4.3 Wheeled vehicles (cars and motorcycles)
4.4 Boats
4.5 Food
4.6 People



5.0 Direct Service (provided to others)
5.1 Bulls
5.2 Bulls and civilians
5.3 Bulls and trusties
5.4 Bulls and inmates
5.5 Court
5.6 Bulls, inmates, and civilians 

From Spradley (1970:292-293).

Tasks
10.1 Make a componential analysis of one or more contrast sets following the 

steps presented in this chapter.
10.2 Conduct an ethnographic interview to gather the necessary data to 

complete your componential analysis.



O B JE C TIV E S
1. To un d ers tan d  th e  na ture  of th em es  in cu ltu ra l m e a n in g  sys 

tem s.
2. To id en tify  s tra teg ies  for m ak in g  a  th e m e  an a lys is .
3. To carry out a th e m e  a n a ly s is  on th e  cu ltu ra l s c e n e  b e in g  

s tud ied .

The ethnographer must keep in mind that research  p roceed s 
on two levels at the same tim e. Like a cartographer engaged 
in mapping a land su rface, the ethnographer both exam ines 
small details o f cu ltu re and at the same time seeks to chart 
the broad er featu res o f the cultural land scape. An adequate 
cultural d escrip tion  will include an in-depth analysis o f se
lected  domains; it will also include an overview  o f the cu l
tural scene and statem ents that convey a sense o f the whole.

Som e ethnographers convey a sense o f the whole cultu re 
or cultural scene by what I call the inv en t ory  a p p ro a ch . 
They identify all the d ifferent domains in a cu ltu re, perhaps 
dividing them into categories like k in sh ip , m a t eria l  cu l t u re, 
and so cia l  rela t io n sh ip s . Although a simple listing o f all 
domains is a necessary part o f ethnography, it is not 
sufficient. I believe it is im portant to go beyond such an 
inventory to d iscover the concep tu al them es that members 
of a society use to connect these domains. In  this chap ter we 
will exam ine the nature o f cu ltu ral them es and how they can 
be used to give us a holistic view o f a cultu re or cultural 
scene.

CULTURAL THEMES

The concep t o f cu ltural them e was first introduced  into 
anthropology by Morris Op ler who used it to d escribe gen
eral featu res o f Apache cu ltu re. Opler proposed  that we 
could better understand  the general pattern  o f a cu ltu re by 
identifying recu rrent them es. He defined a them e as “ a 
postu late or position, d eclared  or implied , and usually con 
trolling behavior or stimulating activity, which is tacitly 
approved or openly promoted  in a society”  (1945:198). An 
example of a postu late that he found  exp ressed  in many 
areas o f Apache culture is the following: Men are physi
cally, mentally, and morally superior to women. Opler 
found this tacit prem ise exp ressed  itself in such things as the 
belief that women caused  family fights, that they were more
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easily tempted  sexu ally, and that they never assumed  leadership roles in 
Apache society.

The concep t o f them e has its roots in the general idea that cu ltu res are 
more than bits and p ieces o f cu stom . Rather, every culture is a complex 
pattern . In  her book, P a t t ern s  o f  C u l t u re, Ruth Ben ed ict was the first to 
apply this idea to en tire cu ltu res. She examined  the details o f Kwakiu tl, 
Pueblo, and Dobuan cu ltu res in search  o f general them es that organized 
these ways o f life into d ynamic wholes. For  exam p le, she saw the dominant 
pattern o f Kw akiu tl cu ltu re as one that em phasized  the value o f ecstasy, 
frenzy, and breaking the boundaries o f ord inary existence. This theme 
emerged  again and again in d ances, rituals, myths, and daily life; Bened ict 
called  it Dionysian. Although her analysis has been qu estioned , Ben ed ict’s 
important contribu tion was her insight into the nature o f cu ltural patterning. 
Every cu ltu re, and every cultu ral scene, is more than a ju m ble o f parts. It 
consists o f a system  o f meaning that is integrated  in to some kind o f larger 
pattern . Many other anthropologists have sought to cap tu re this larger 
pattern with such concep ts as values, value-orientations, core values, core 
sym bols, p rem ises, ethos, eid os, world view , and cognitive orien tation .1

For purposes of ethnographic research  I will define cultural theme as any 
co gn it iv e p rin cip l e , t acit  o r ex p l ici t , recu rren t  in a n u m b er o f  d om a ins  a n d  
s erv in g as  a rela t ionsh ip  a m o n g s u bsy s t em s  o f  cu l t u ra l  m ea n i n g .2

Cognitive Principle

Cultural them es are elem ents in the cognitive maps which make up a 
cu ltu re. Them es are larger units of thought. They consist o f a number of 
sym bols linked  into meaningful relationship s. A cognitive principle will 
usually take the form of an assertion  such as “ men are superior to w om en,” 
or “ you can ’t beat a drunk ch arge.”  A cognitive principle is something that 
people believe, accep t as true and valid ; it is a common assumption about 
the nature o f their exp erience.

The assertions that make up what people know d iffer in resp ect to their 
gen era l i t y . One assertion com mon among tramps is that “ you can ’t trust a 
ru bber tram p .” This is a rather specific assertion , limited in its application to 
a single mem ber o f a single domain. Other assertions apply to a much larger 
realm of exp erience. For exam p le, when a tramp says, “ you can ’t beat a 
drunk ch arge,” he makes an assertion  about a universal exp erience among 
tramps (getting busted  for d runk), an assertion  that would occu r in many 
con texts (in and out of ja il), and one that is related  to many domains (ways 
to beat a drunk charge, kinds of tim e, stages in making the bu cket, .etc.).

Them es are assertions that have a high degree of generality. They apply to 
numerous situations. They recu r in two or more domains. One way that 
themes can be d etected  is by examining the d imensions of contrast from 
several domains. Among tramps a recu rring d imension of contrast has to do



with the concep t of risk . When contrasting all the d ifferent k inds o f  f l o p s , 
tramps continually make reference to the risk of sleeping in one or another 
p lace. When a tramp says, “ Sleep ing under a bridge is a good flop; it s a ca ll  

j o b he means that the risk is low. A bull probably will not spot you there, 
someone must call to tell them you are there. Again, in contrasting the 
d ifferent w ay s to hus t le in ja il, the amount of risk involved  with each type 
emerges as a d imension of con trast. Likew ise, in contrasting all the w ay s to 
bea t  a drunk charge, the degree of risk assigned  to each one is an important 
d imension o f con trast. When a single idea recu rs in more than one domain 
such as this, it suggests the possibility of a cultural them e.

Le t’s take another exam ple, this time from the cu ltu re of cocktail wait
resses at Brad y’s Bar. Several domains were exam ined  for con trasts, in
cluding p la ces  in t he ba r, k inds o f  em p lo y ees , k inds o f  drink s , and k inds o f  
cu s t o m ers . One d imension of con trast that emerged  from making a compo- 
nential analysis for each of these domains had to do with s ex . Waitresses 
distinguished d ifferent p laces in the bar in term s of male space and fem ale 
space; they d istinguished  kinds o f em ployees primarily by their gend er; they 
d istinguished drinks on the basis o f male and fem ale; cu stom ers also were 
divided up by male and fem ale attribu tes. As we insp ected  these various 
domains, it becam e clear that an important asp ect o f meaning was m aleness 
and fem aleness. A general princip le or cultu ral theme emerged: life in this 
ba r sh o u ld  clea rly  d em a rca t e m a le a n d  f em a l e  rea lm s . Once we d iscovered  
this them e, we began looking for other specific instances of this general 
principle. It turned out that even  very small domains like w ay s to t ip and 
w ay s to p a y  f o r  drink s  clearly exp ressed  this cu ltural them e.

It is important to recognize that cu ltural them es need  not apply to every 
symbolic system  of a cu ltu re. Som e themes recu r within a restricted  con text 
or only link two or three domains. Most ethnographers consid er that the 
search for a single, all-encom passing them e, as Ruth Bened ict attempted  to 
do, is fu tile. It is more likely that a culture or a particu lar cultural scene will 
be integrated around a set o f m ajor them es and minor them es. In beginning 
to search for them es, the ethnographer must identify all that appear, no 
matter how broad  their general app lication.

Tacit or Explicit

Cultural themes sometim es appear as folk sayings, m ottos, p roverbs, or 
recu rrent exp ressions. The Mae Enga, for exam p le, who live in the high
lands of New Guinea recognize several them es related  to pigs. Pigs are 
highly valued , they sym bolize statu s, they are exchanged  in important ritu
als, and they frequently live in the hou ses with peop le. A common exp res
sion among the Mae Enga sums up this cu ltural theme: “ Pigs are our 
h earts!’’3 Tramps will read ily state, “ You  can ’t beat a drunk ch arge.” One 
ethnographer studied a Jap anese bank which had the official m otto, “ Har



mony and Strength .” 4 This motto summed up a recu rrent theme in the social 
stru ctu re and ritual activities o f bank em p loyees. Som etim es such exp licit 
exp ressions o f a theme do not contain  the full p rincip le; they do however 
provide clues which enable the ethnographer to formulate the cultural 
them e.

Bu t most cu ltural them es remain at the t acit  level o f knowledge. People do 
not exp ress them  easily, even though they know the cultu ral principle and 
use it to organize their behavior and in terp ret exp erience. Them es come to 
be taken for  granted ; they slip into that area o f knowledge where people are 
not qu ite aware or seldom find the need to exp ress what they know. This 
means that the ethnographer will have to make in ferences about the princi
ples that exist. Agar, in his study o f heroine ad d icts, identified themes and 
also emphasized  that they are frequently tacit. He analyzed  numerous do
mains involving events in the lives o f heroine u sers.

Th rou gh ou t th e d ifferen t even ts , th en , th ere is a  recu rren t con cern  with ‘knowing the 
o th e r .’ Th e p rincip le in volved  might be ch aracterized  as: Assu m e th at everyon e is a 
p oten tial d an ger un less you  h ave stron g evid en ce to th e con trary . [Th is princip le] 
w as n ever articu lated  by an y of th e ju n k ies w h o w ork ed  in th e stu d y, th ough  it might 
h ave b een  by a  reflective ju n k ie p h ilosop h er talk ing ab ou t th e life (A gar 1976:3-4).

In my own research  with tramps many o f the them es remained tacit. 
Several them es emerged  from the study o f cou rtroom  behavior and inter
viewing court officials. I was perp lexed  by the fact that the ju d ges gave 
suspended  sen tences to those who had fam ilies, jo b s , and other resou rces. 
Any man who had twenty dollars could  bail out on a drunk charge and never 
appear in cou rt at all. I talked  to the ju d ge about these p ractices at length and 
he assu red  me that he released  tramps with fam ilies, jo b s, or other resou rces 
becau se he felt they had a better chance o f stopping their drinking. Whatever 
the reasons, it becam e clear that some tacit them es ran through the sentenc
ing p ractices in the cou rt. I formulated  these on the basis o f many inferences 
from what the ju d ge said , from observations in the cou rt, and from inter
views with tramps. I stated  these tacit them es as rules to be followed when 
dealing with men charged  with public drunkenness (Sprad ley 197 la : 351
358):

r u l e  o n e : When guilty o f public d ru nkenness, a man d eserves greater
punishment if he is poor.

r u l e  t w o : When guilty of public d ru nkenness, a man d eserves greater
punishment if he has a bad repu tation. 

r u l e  t h r e e : When guilty o f public drunkenness, a man d eserves greater
punishment if he does not have a stead y jo b .

These them es actually form part o f the overlap  in cu ltu res betw een jud ges



and tramps. In neither cu ltu ral scene are these them es entirely exp licit; 
indeed , they are often  denied  by ju d ges, but they still reflect the working 
tacit knowledge used to sen tence public drunks.

Themes as Relationships

Them es not only recu r again and again throughout d ifferent parts o f a 
cu ltu re, they also co n n ect  d ifferent subsystem s o f a cu ltu re. They serve as a 
general sem antic relationship  among domains. As we shall see when we 
d iscuss theme analysis, one way to d iscover domains is to look for the 
relationships among them .

In studying Brad y’s Bar , several domains cam e to our attention early in 
the research: w ay s to ask  f o r  a drink , h a s s les , and k inds o f  cu s t o m ers . We 
quickly d iscovered  that the fem ale cocktail w aitresses consid ered  m ost o f 
their hassles to com e from fem ale cu stom ers. Ind eed , much to our su rp rise, 
we found that they dreaded  waiting on fem ale cu stom ers and constantly 
berated  them when talking together. After eliciting the term s in these 
domains and doing some in tensive analysis, we began seeking relationship s 
among the domains. A m ajor theme emerged , one tacitly known to w aitres
ses and cu stom ers, but never exp ressed . This them e is related  to the em 
phasis upon male and fem ale d ifferences in the bar. It can be stated  in the 
following assertion: f em a l e  cu s t o m ers  co n s id er t he p u rch a s e o f  drink s as  an  
eco n o m ic t ra n sa ct io n ; m a le cu s t o m ers  co n s id er it  as  an  opport un it y  to a ssert  
t heir m asculin it y . This them e began to link other domains together and made 
clear why w aitresses often enjoyed  the way males ordered  drinks but not the 
way fem ales did. When the men ordered  they teased , com plim ented , and 
joked  with the w aitresses, calling atten tion to their own masculinity and to 
the intrinsic femininity o f the w aitresses. After such a transaction , the 
waitresses gained more than an ord er for  d rinks or a tip after serving; they 
received  a kind o f sexual affirmation, something that the simple econom ic 
exchange with fem ale cu stom ers never offered .5

In an earlier chap ter I suggested that ethnographic analysis consisted  o f a 
search for (a) the parts o f a cu ltu re, (b) the relationship  among those parts, 
and (c) the relationship of the parts to the whole. In studying folk term s, 
domains, and taxonom ies, you have been searching for parts and their 
relationships. The search for them es involves identifying another part of 
every cu ltu re, those cognitive princip les that appear again and again. Bu t the 
search for them es is also a means for d iscovering the relationships among 
domains and the relationships o f all the various parts to the whole cultural 
scene. In the remainder o f this chap ter I want to p resent a number of 
strategies for conducting a theme analysis.



STRATEGIES FOR MAKING A THEME ANALYSIS

The techniqu es for making a theme analysis are less well developed  than 
those used in other types of analysis presented  in this book. What follows is 
a list o f strategies I have gleaned  from my own research , the work o f other 
ethnographers, and suggestions from students. This area of cultural analysis 
invites the most experim entation on the part o f the ethnographer.

Immersion

This first strategy is the time-honored  one used by most ethnographers. By 
cu tting on eself off from other in terests and con cern s, by listening to infor
mants hours on end , by participating in the cu ltural scene, and by allowing 
one’s mental life to be taken over by the new cu ltu re, them es often emerge. 
Som etim es im m ersion, broken  by brief periods of withdrawal, generates 
insights into the them es of a cu ltu re. D’Andrade has called  attention to this 
strategy as well as to the need for understanding how insights come to an 
ethnographer totally immersed  in another society (1976:179).

At p resen t, th e m ost freq u en tly u sed  (and  p erh ap s m ost effective) tech n iq u e for the 
stu d y o f  cu ltu ral b elief system s is for th e ind ividual eth n ograp h er to im m erse h im self  
in th e cu ltu re as d eep ly as p ossib le an d , by som e series o f  p rivate, u n stated , and  
som etim es u n con sciou s op eration s, to in tegrate large am ou n ts o f  in form ation  in to an  
organ ized  and  coh eren t set of p rop osition s. To make th ese op eration s exp licit, 
p u b lic, and  rep licab le, o r to d evelop  a m ean s of testin g the accu racy  of th ese 
op eration s, is likely to  be a d ifficu lt and  len gth y task . N everth eless , it is a n ecessary  
task  if the stu d y o f  cu ltu re is to  con tin u e as a scien ce (q u oted  in Agar 1976).

The ethnographer who has not gone to live in another society for a year or 
two can still make use of this strategy. For  exam p le, if you have been 
conducting interviews each week over a period  of several months, you can 
take a day or two to spend entirely on reviewing the data collected . Or 
several days can be set aside to review  the in terview s, visit with additional 
inform ants, go to the setting where your inform ant is, and begin writing 
during the evenings. After several intensive d ays, new relationships will 
em erge that a superficial acqu aintance with a cu ltural scene can never give. 
The next strategy is one designed  to bring abou t an in tensive immersion in 
you r data. If at all p ossible, it is a good idea to take enough time to carry out 
the next strategy without intervening tim e spent on other activities.

Make a Cultural Inventory

By this point in the research  your ethnographic record  has grown to 
consid erable size. You  have undoubted ly made many in terp retive and 
analytic en tries in you r field notes. You  may have a number o f interviews on 
tape which need  to be transcribed . Even  a few weeks can lead to a loss in the



easy fam iliarity you had with early interview  data and insights. It is time to 
make a carefu l, written inventory of all the data you have collected . This will 
serve to review  what you do have, point to gaps in the d ata, and help bring 
about a d eeper immersion so necessary to d iscovering cultural them es. Here 
are a number of specific ways to inventory your data. You  can p robably add 
others to the list.

/ . M a k e a list  o f  cu l t u ra l  d o m a in s . If you have continued  to add to the 
list prepared  during Step s Five and Six, this may be a relatively simple task. 
However, it is well worth the time to rerea d  all et h n o gra p h ic in t erv iew s  to 
search for any domains you may have overlooked . Withou t realizing it, as 
you have p rogressed  through the tasks in the D .R.S. Method , your skills 
have improved . You  will find it much easier to identify domains you would 
have easily missed  at an earlier stage.

One approach to making a list o f cultural domains is to list the cover term 
at the top of a three-by-five card  in large print. Then , below  th is, in smaller 
print, list the included term s. If you have domains with a large number of 
included term s, you may want to merely list the included terms at the first 
level. You r goal here is to make an inventory of the domains, not identify 
every single term . In  the upper right-hand corner of each  card  ind icate the 
degree to which each  domain has been analyzed . You  will p robably have 
domains at all the following stages:

1. Completely analyzed  (taxonom y, parad igm)
2. Com plete taxonom y, partial paradigm
3. Incomplete taxonom y and partial paradigm
4. Cover term  and all included  terms but no taxonom y or paradigm
5. Cover term only (or with a few included term s)

As you make your list, you may see relationships among domains even 
though you haven’t started  to search for them . In fact, this may occu r at any 
time during the p rocess o f making a cultural inventory. Keep  your mind 
open to seeing new relationship s and qu ickly make a note of any that you 
think of. Do not try to evaluate or check on them now but simply record  
them.

2. M a k e a list  o f  p o s s ib le u n id en t i f ied  d o m a in s . By now your fam iliarity 
with the cultural scene has increased  to the point where you can imagine 
possible domains your informant has never d iscu ssed . For exam p le, I spent 
many hours interviewing tramps about the stages in making the bu cket. I 
wanted to know each step in the p rocess from arrest through incarceration  to 
release from ja il. And I wanted to know the folk terms they used to encod e 
this information. I also studied their term s for the d ifferent kinds of tram ps. 
Now, it occu rred  to me that there might be a domain s t a ges  in b eco m in g a 
t ram p. In studying cocktail w aitresses, we collected  many terms for h a ss les



and for k inds o f  cu s t o m ers . Many hassles cam e from the various custom ers. 
It occurred  to me that waitresses would have a variety o f feelings in the course 
o f their work and dealing with these hassles. Ind eed , some were expressed  in 
in terview s. A new domain, one we never investigated , might be k inds o f  

f eel i n gs  that w aitresses have during the cou rse o f an evening.
In generating a list o f possible unidentified domains, it is useful to examine 

the domains from other cu ltu res, such as the list given at the end o f Step  Six 
for the cu ltu re of encycloped ia salesp eop le. One can also formulate some 
very general structu ral questions as an aid to thinking up possible uniden
tified domains. H ere is a sample:

1. Are there any other kinds o f objects?
2. Are there any other kinds of even ts?
3. Are there any other kinds of acts?
4. Are there any other kinds o f actors?
5. Are there any other kinds of activities?
6. Are there any other kinds of goals?
7. Are there any other ways to achieve things?
8. Are there any other ways to avoid things?
9. Are there any other ways to do things?

10. Are there any other p laces for things?
11. Are there any other cau ses of behavior?
12. Are there any other effects o f behavior?
13. Are there any other reasons for doing things?
14. Are there any other p laces for doing things?
15. Are there any other things that are used for something?
16. Are there any other stages in tasks?
17. Are there any other stages in activities?
18. Are there any other stages in even ts?
19. Are there any other objects that have parts?
20. Are there any other p laces that have parts?

As you compile your list o f p ossible, unidentified domains, allow you rself to 
en tertain  ideas about relationships betw een these unidentified domains and 
the ones you have analyzed . En ter any tentative ideas about themes into 
your notes im med iately; later you can test, evalu ate, and clarify them.

3. Co llect  sk et ch  m a p s . Go through your field notes and make a copy of 
all sketch  maps made by your informants. By asking task-related  descriptive 
qu estions, you will probably have collected  d ifferent kinds o f maps. In 
ad dition, you can draw sketch  maps you rself from  verbal d escrip tions. For 
exam p le, I had a detailed  map of the inside o f Brad y’s Bar  that pulled 
together a great deal o f inform ation. I also had a d escrip tion o f the route to



work for many of the w aitresses and could constru ct a sketch map from that 
descrip tion.

Informants often provide the ethnographer with sketch maps o f activities 
or events as well as p laces. A cerem ony that goes through stages can be 
placed  on a chart ind icating the m ajor sequ ence o f activities. A network of 
friends, a genealogy o f relatives, rou tes taken from  one p lace to another, 
insides of room s, and spatial arrangements in stores, factories, schools, and 
towns all lend them selves to d iagrams and sketch  maps.

Before going on to the next inventory task, make a short list o f additional 
sketch maps you could  obtain from inform ants. N ote the ones that would 
help you in com pleting your ethnography so you can collect them during the 
next interview.

4. M ak e a list  o f  ex a m p les . An exam ple is a verbal d escrip tion o f a 
concrete exp erience. It can com e from  interviews or from your own obser
vations. An exam ple alw ays gives d et a i ls , specific facts o f the situation. An 
ethnography consists o f much more than folk term s and taxonom ies. Folk 
terms and taxonom ies rep resent the skeletons o f a cu ltu re’s stru ctu re; ex
amples put flesh on these skeletons. In your final written ethnography you 
will need to illu strate the folk term s and their meaning. That means you will 
need exam ples. If your informant has been a good storyteller, your field 
notes are p robably crammed with exam ples. H ow ever, you  can ’t assume 
you have exam ples until a carefu l inventory has been made.

To make a list o f exam p les, take the card s on which you listed  domains 
and record  the pages in your field notes which contain  exam ples. By  qu ickly 
skimming through your field notes you will be able to make an estim ate o f 
gaps in your data. If you are short on exam ples for domains that will form  a 
major part o f your written ethnography, you can collect them in the next 
interview.

In preparation for writing, some ethnographers abstract exam ples for 
various top ics onto card s. For  exam p le, I had identified eleven w ay s to 
hust le when in ja il. I did a carefu l com ponential analysis o f these folk terms 
and decided  to write an ethnographic d escrip tion. I started  searching for 
examples and record ed  each  one on a sep arate card  with the folk term  
entered  at the top . When I began to write the paper, I could  easily sort 
through the card s and find the appropriate exam ple. This speeded  up my 
writing as well as gave me an exact inventory o f how many exam ples I had 
collected .

5. In v en t o ry  m is cel la n eo u s  d a t a . In  addition to interviews you will un
doubted ly have additional d ata. These includ e your jou rnal, ideas that have 
gone into your analysis and interp retation o f field notes, and anything else 
you have collected . In  studying a first-grade classroom , you may have 
collected  lesson p lans, stud ent w orksheets, and memos sent home with



pupils. During a study of air traffic controllers you might have found an 
article in the new spaper about local conflicts betw een the controllers and the 
airline com panies. Don’t overlook p ictu res, m agazines, or artifacts related  
to the cu ltu ral scene you are studying. Make a list o f all m iscellaneous data 
so that by the end o f you r inventory you have an index to the cultural 
material collected . This index tells you what you have done and also gives 
clues to new avenues of research .

The p rocess o f making a cu ltural inventory lays the foundation for d iscov
ering cultu ral scenes. The hours spent on this will allow you to move quickly 
to using other strategies.

Make a Componential Analysis of Folk Domains

After making an inventory, you have the basis for doing a componential 
analysis using all the cover term s as a con trast set. This macrodomain can be 
referred  to as t h ings  in fo rm an t s  k now . For  exam ple, in my own research  on 
a small factory which makes tannery equ ipment, I reviewed many hours of 
interviews and cam e up with the following list o f domains:

1. Kinds o f people
2. Kind s o f jobs
3. Kinds o f machines
4. Kinds o f hardware
5. Kinds of tools
6. Kinds of wood
7. Kinds of tanneries
8. Kinds of drums
9. Kind s of jobs

10. Kind s of accid ents
11. Step s in making a lunch run
12. Steps in making a drum
13. Step s in making a vat
14. Steps in making a paddle wheel
15. Steps in getting hired
16. Step s in getting fired
17. Reasons for taking time off
18. Reasons for working at the 

Valley
19. Reasons for quitting
20. Reasons for assigning jobs
21. Reasons for fucking off

22. Parts o f the Valley
23. Parts o f the day
24. Tim es of the day
25. Tim es of the week
26. Tim es o f the year
27. Ways to talk
28. Ways to fuck off
29. Ways to p revent accid ents
30. Ways to get fired
31. Ways to work
32. Ways the boss gets down on 

you
33. Places to d eliver
34. Places to pick up
35. Places to go after work
36. Things to talk about
37. Things you eat
38. Things you do after work
39. Things you can ’t do at work
40. Things people do
41. Things people make

This list o f domains rep resents hundreds o f included folk term s, some of 
which I had identified ; others were still und iscovered  at the time I made this



list. A large paradigm w orksheet would list all these domains down the left 
hand column and a search for contrasts would begin.

Cultural them es serve as rela t ionsh ip s  among domains. By making com 
parisons and contrasts among domains such as th is, the ethnographer can 
begin to find some relationship s. Becau se them es are often  t acit , it is often  
difficult to find exp licit con trasts in your field notes which d istinguish entire 
domains. I think it is best to begin asking you rself contrast qu estions. For  
exam ple, the following question could  be put to an informant or to the 
ethnographer:

You  know a lot ab ou t w h at goes on  at th e Valley (th e nam e o f  th e fa cto ry ). You  and  
oth er em p loyees k now  th e follow in g th ree th ings: k inds o f  p eop le, step s in mak ing a 
lunch ru n , an d  step s in mak ing a d ru m . Wh ich  tw o are alike and  which  one is 
d ifferen t?

On the basis o f my own familiarity with this cultu re I can see the following 
contrast which I think my informant would see:

Kn ow in g ab ou t k inds o f  p eo p le and  st eps in m ak ing a lunch run  are th ings you  p ick  
up with out an yon e telling you ; st eps in m ak ing a drum  is very com p lex and  som eon e  
has to teach  you  th at.

This suggests that one relationship  among domains might be that some are 
learned by formal instru ction and others by informal learning.

Once you have made as many contrasts as p ossible, you will want to ask 
your informant for con trasts. I begin by writing each domain on a sep arate 
card  and spreading all the card s in front o f my informant. Then I would 
explain what I wanted  to know:

In the last few  m on th s I ’ve been  tryin g to find ou t everyth in g th at you  and  oth ers at 
the Valley know . I ’m in terested  in finding ou t everyth in g th at an  old -tim er would  
know as a resu lt o f  w ork ing at th e Valley. N ow , I ’ve w ritten  dow n  on  card s all 1 can  
th ink of after going over all th e in terview s. If I w ere going to u nd erstan d  w h at it is 
like to w ork  a t  the Valley, I wou ld  h ave to kno\v ab ou t all th e d ifferen t k inds o f  
p eo p le , all th e k inds o f j o b s , all th e k inds o f  m a ch in es , e tc. (I would  th en  review  each  
card , ending with  th e follow in g q u estion ). Can  you  th ink  of an yth in g else I wou ld  h ave  
to know if I w ere going to know  everyth in g an  old -tim er had  learn ed ?

In alm ost every case, an informant will now recall additional areas o f 
cultural knowledge. These can be written on card s. Then  I would ask 
contrast questions and seek out similarities and d ifferences among these 
domains o f cultural knowledge.

With one informant from  the Valley I asked  this question:

Out o f  all th ese th ings th at p eop le w ho w ork  at th e Valley k n ow , which  do you  th ink



would  be th e m ost im p ortan t for me to find ou t ab ou t if f m  going to  really und erstand  
w h at it is like to w ork  th ere?

My inform ant’s immediate response was: "th in gs people talk abou t.” This 
was a domain I had not previously investigated  so I qu ickly elicited  the 
following folk term s: get t in g lay ed , b a r f i gh t s , d ru gs , s t u f f  t hey  u s ed  to d o , 
s t o ries , f a m i l i es , m o n ey , n ex t  w eek en d , t he p a s t  w eek en d , ca rs , h u n t in g, 
and vflrts. It would be possible to continue finding out which other domains 
my informant consid ered  important and then seek the reasons for the rank
ing o f domains.

Search for Similarities among Dimensions of Contrast

Another strategy for d iscovering cultu ral them es is to exam ine the dimen
sions o f con trast for all the domains you have analyzed  in detail. The 
d imensions o f con trast rep resent a som ew hat more general concep t than the 
individual attribu tes associated  with a folk term . Them es are more general 
still, but d imensions o f con trast can sometim es serve as a bridge betw een the 
most specific terms and their attribu tes and the themes that relate subsys
tems o f cu ltural knowledge.

I mentioned  earlier how the d imensions of contrast that had to do with 
risk s  in the cu ltu re o f tramps suggested  possible them es about the insecurity 
of their daily lives. Let me give another exam ple o f d imensions of contrast. 
As I began to make a componential analysis o f the d ifferent folk terms 
included  in t ra m p , I thought contrasts such as amount o f drinking or age 
might be important. Instead , the d imensions o f contrast alm ost all had to do 
with m obili t y . My informants d istinguished among all the d ifferent kinds of 
tramps in terms o f (1) their degree of m obility, (2) their mode of travel, (3) 
the type o f home base they had when traveling, and (4) the survival strate
gies employed  when on the road (see Sprad ley 1970:65-96 for an extended  
d iscu ssion of this domain). When I examined  the d imensions of contrast that 
tramps used to d istinguish kinds o f tru sties (see Figure 10.5), a similarity 
appeared . The d ifferent kinds of tru sties were contrasted  in terms of their 
mobility in and out o f ja il, down to very small d egrees. Outside tru sties had 
the most m obility, but even here some had less and were required to return 
to the ja il each  night or at noon and again at night. Those trusties who 
worked inside the ja il were d istinguished  in terms of the degree of freed om to 
move around inside the ja il. I concluded  that something I called  "m obility” 
was very much a part o f the identities o f my inform ants, both as tramps and 
as inmates in the ja il. I then began to look for other evid ence o f mobility and 
how it might be important in the lives o f tramps. It turned out that mobility 
was d irectly related  to drinking behavior. When a tramp travels he leads a 
somewhat isolated  life. Arriving in a new town in need of human companion
ship , a spot jo b , or other resou rces, he heads for skid row and the bars. Bars 
are classified  into more than a dozen d ifferent kinds in terms of the resou rces



they provide. Bars, to a tram p, are like chu rches, social clu bs, employment 
agencies, and the welfare office, all rolled  into one. Bu t bars are also p laces 
for drinking and they rein force the sym bolic value o f d rinking to tramps. 
Without going into more d etail, I soon d iscovered  that the cou rts, m issions, 
and even the alcoholism  treatm ent cen ter reinforced  the tram p’s d esire to 
travel. The theme of mobility emerged  as one of the most important in the 
entire cu lture o f what I cam e to all “ urban nom ad s.’’ I d iscovered  this 
theme originally by com paring the d imensions o f contrast betw een two 
domains.

Identify Organizing Domains

Som e domains in a cultural scene dynamically organize a great deal o f 
information. This is particularly true o f those based  on the sem antic relation 
ship X is a stage o f Y. One of the most useful strategies for d iscovering 
cultural themes is to select an organizing domain for in tensive analysis. In  
her study o f d irectory assistance operators Ehrm an (1977) selected  two 
domains to organize most o f the data collected . One was s t a ges  in a t y pical  
day  and the other was s t a ges  in a d irect o ry  a s s is t a n ce ca ll . Although a 
typical call lasted  only a few  second s, the calls could be broken down into 
thirteen basic stages, repeated  over and over throughout the day.

One of the best kinds o f organizing domains are events or a series of 
related even ts. Agar, in his ethnography of heroine u sers, has shown the 
power of analyzing events and their interrelations (1973). In  studying the 
culture of the Seattle City Jail from  the p erspective o f inm ates, I selected  the 
domain s t a ges  in m a k in g t he b u ck et  as the m ajor organizing domain. I 
placed this domain as a central focus of the ethnography; then, as I described 
each stage in d etail, I easily connected  other domains to this one. For  
exam ple, at each stage in the p rocess, informants talked  about smaller 
events encod ed  by verbs for action  or activities. Organizing domains were 
d iscussed  in Step  Eight, and at that point you may have selected  one for 
investigation. If so, you can now exam ine it in relation to others to d iscover 
cultural them es.

Make a Schematic Diagram of the Cultural Scene

Another strategy for d iscovering cultural them es is to try and visualize 
relationships among domains. Figure 11.1 is a schem atic d iagram of the 
p la ces  tramps find them selves as they go through the s t a ges  in m a k in g t he 
b u ck et . It also includ es inform ation about the events that occu r during this 
p rocess. Although it d oesn’t begin to rep resent the entire cultural scene, 
even this partial diagram suggests many relationships and them es in this 
cu ltu re.

One can begin making schem atic diagrams by selecting a limited number 
of domains and them es. For  exam ple, in Figure 11.2 I have shown some of
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FIGURE 11.2. Mobility and Drinking

From Spradley 1973: 29.

the relationships that occu r betw een the theme of mobility in tramp cu ltu re 
and various asp ects o f their lives. The final d iagram you create is not nearly 
as important as the p rocess of visualizing the parts o f a cultural scene and 
their relationship s. This thinking p rocess is one o f the best strategies for 
d iscovering cultural them es. Som e o f the diagrams you create may find their 
way into your final ethnographic d escrip tion, helping to make the relation 
ships clear to those who read the report.

In addition to making d iagrams of limited asp ects of the cultural scene and 
larger ones that attem pt to encom p ass the en tire scene, it is useful to go 
beyond the scene you are studying. A simple square or circle in the cen ter o f 
a sheet o f paper can rep resent the entire cultural scene you have been 
studying. Then , with various sorts of lines to show the relationship s, addi
tional symbols can be used to rep resent other scenes within the wider cu ltu re 
or even within other cu ltu res. For  exam p le, the cultu re of tramps is con 
nected  to at least the following: their fam ilies, ju d ges, the police d ep artm ent, 
the welfare office, the liquor stores, the religious m issions, the ju n k yard 
d ealers, the railroads and their em p loyees, farm ers, social scien tists, and 
many more. By creating a d iagram of all these possible other scenes that 
connect to the world o f tram ps, I could  see areas for future research  and 
gain insights into the cultu re o f tramps itself.

Search for Universal Themes

In the same way that there appear to be universal sem antic relationship s, 
there appear to be some universal cultural them es, the larger relationships



among domains. The ethnographer who has a fam iliarity with universal 
them es may use them as a basis for scrutinizing the data at hand. The 
following list is a ten tative, partial inventory o f som e universal or nearly 
universal themes that ethnographers have identified . Many more could  be 
d iscovered  by going through ethnographic stud ies and the literature of the 
social scien ces. This list is merely intended  to be suggestive of possible 
themes that might be found in the scene you are studying.

/ . S o cia l  co n f l ict . In every social situation conflicts arise among people; 
these conflicts often becom e worked  into cultural them es in ways that 
organize cultural meaning system s. A useful strategy in studying any society 
is to look for conflicts among people. Tram ps have conflicts with the police 
and this conflict shows up in most o f the domains in the cu ltu re. It is clearly 
related  to the risk s  that they take in the cou rse of daily life.

2. Cu lt u ra l  co n t ra d ict io n s . Cultural knowledge is never consisten t in 
every detail. Most cu ltu res contain  contrad ictory assertions, beliefs, and 
id eas. Robert Lynd , in his classic analysis of Am erican cu ltu re, proposed 
tw enty fundamental values or them es, most of which stood  in opposition to 
others (1939). For exam ple, one stated , “ H onesty is the best policy, but, 
business is business and a businessm an would be a fool if he did not cover 
his hand .” One cultural contrad iction that occu rs in many cultural scenes 
has to do with the official “ im age”  that people seek to p roject o f them selves, 
and the “ insider’s view” of what really goes on. Cultural contradictions often 
are resolved  by m ed ia t in g t h em es . Every ethnographer is well advised  to 
search for inherent contrad ictions that people have learned  to live with and 
then ask, “ How can they live with th em ?” This may lead to d iscovering 
important them es.

3. In fo rm a l  t ech n iq u es  o f  so cia l  co n t ro l . A m ajor problem in every 
society is controlling behavior. Every society must get people to conform  to 
the values and norms that make social life p ossible. Although formal means 
o f con trol, such as police force or incarceration , occu r, these are not the 
m ajor techniqu es employed . In every society and every social situation, 
people have learned  informal techniques that effectively control what others 
do. Gossip  and informal social rewards are two means which function as 
mechanisms o f control. By examining the various domains to find relation
ships to this need for social con trol, you may well d iscover important 
cultural them es. In Brad y’s Bar , for exam p le, w aitresses will seek to control 
cu stom ers’ behavior. Som etim es a w aitress will go so far as to kick or 
verbally abuse a male cu stom er, but m ost o f the time more subtle, informal 
strategies are used . In an excellen t study of tipping in another bar, Carlson 
has shown how w aitresses control the tipping behavior o f custom ers with 
subtle reminders such as leaving the change on the tray and then holding the 
tray at eye level. If the cu stom er reaches for it, he will appear awkward and 
the waitress can qu ickly low er the tray and say, “ Oh, I thought that was a 
tip ” (Carlson  1977).



4. M a n a gin g im p erso n a l  so cia l  rela t io n sh ip s . In many urban settings, 
impersonal social relationship s make up a m ajor part o f all human con tact. In 
alm ost any urban cultural scene people have developed  strategies for dealing 
with people they do not know . This theme may recu r in various domains of 
the cultural scene. In an excellen t d iscu ssion of this nearly universal them e, 
Lyn Lofland  (1973) has shown how it operates in many urban scenes.

5. A cqu irin g a n d  m a in t a in ing s t a t u s . Every society has a variety of 
status and prestige sym bols; people often strive to achieve and maintain 
these sym bols. We qu ickly think o f money or ath letic skill, but these are not 
the only status sym bols. In every cultural scene there are status sym bols, 
many of which are more subtle. Appearing “ cool” under pressu re may give 
one statu s; exp ressing a high degree of religious devotion confers statu s in 
some scenes. Cultural domains often reflect the status system  of a culture and 
can becom e the basis for one or more m ajor cultural them es.

6. So lv ing p ro b lem s . Culture is a tool for solving problems. Ethnog
raphers usually seek to d iscover what p roblems a p erson’s cultural know l
edge is designed  to solve. For  exam p le, much o f what tramps know appears 
to be aimed at solving a limited  set o f problem s: making a flop, acquiring 
clothes, getting enough to eat, beating a drunk charge, escap ing loneliness, 
finding excitem en t, and making it (acqu iring resou rces such as money or 
alcoholic beverages). One can relate many of the domains in the cu ltu re of 
tramps by showing how each  is related  to the problems tramps are trying to 
solve. This same approach can be used in the study of alm ost any cultural 
scene.

In looking for universal cu ltural them es, a rich sou rce lies in n ovels.6 
Them es in novels often reflect universal cultu ral them es, and by examining 
them carefully one can find clues to them es in the cu ltural scene being 
studied. For  exam p le, Joanne Greenberg has written an excellen t novel 
about d eaf people in the United  States called  In  This S ign . A  number o f 
themes run through this novel, such as “ sign language is a symbol o f 
membership in the d eaf com m unity” and “ sign language is a stigma among 
hearing p eop le.” Anyone doing ethnographic research  among the d eaf 
would find this novel a rich sou rce of possible cu ltural them es that relate 
many domains.

Write a Summary Overview of the Cultural Scene

This strategy for d iscovering cultu ral them es will help to pull together the 
major outlines of the scene you are studying. In  several brief pages, write an 
overview o f the cultural scene for som eone who knows nothing about what 
you are studying. Includ e as many o f the m ajor domains as you can , as well 
as any cultural them es you have identified . The goal o f this overview  is to 
condense everything you know down to the bare essen tials. In  the p rocess of 
writing this kind o f summary, you will be forced  to turn from  the hundreds of



specific details and deal primarily with the larger parts o f the cu ltu re; th is, in 
tu rn , will focu s you r attention on the relationship s among the parts of the 
cu ltu re and lead  to d iscovering cultu ral them es.

Make Comparisons with Similar Cultural Scenes

A fruitful strategy for d iscovering them es is to make limited com parisons 
with other cu ltu ral scenes. This can  be done by mentally reviewing other 
scenes o f which you have some knowledge, visiting other social situations to 
make an on-the-spot com parison, or actu ally cond ucting an interview with 
informants who have knowledge of other scenes. As Glaser and Strauss point 
out in their book, T h e D isco v ery  o f  G ro u n d ed  T h eo ry  (1967), it is useful to 
make limited  com parisons with similar social situations. For  exam ple, an 
ethnographer studying the cu ltu re o f M cDonald ’s fast-food  restaurants 
might visit other fast-food  restaurants and other kinds of restau rants, looking 
for striking con trasts.

In  studying cocktail w aitresses, we compared  them  with other kinds of 
w aitresses and with women who work in other occu p ations, such as nurses 
and secretaries. We went even fu rther to make com parisons with other 
cu ltu res. For  exam p le, we began to look for com parisons that might shed 
light on the relationship  betw een bartend ers and w aitresses, finding that this 
relationship  had many similarities with the widespread  “jokin g relationship” 
in non-Western  societies. As we exam ined  these joking relationships from 
the ethnographic literatu re, we d iscovered  them es that were applicable to 
what occu red  betw een w aitresses and bartend ers (Sp rad ley and Mann 
1975:87-100).

In  this chap ter we have exam ined  the concep t o f cultu ral theme and 
p resented  some strategies for d iscovering cu ltu ral them es. Every ethnog
rapher will be able to develop  additional ways to gain insights into the 
cu ltu ral them es which make up part o f the tacit knowledge informants have 
learned . Each  of the strategies d iscussed  here will best be viewed as tenta
tive guides to d iscovering cu ltural them es, not as a series of steps that 
inevitably lead  to them es. Im mersion in a particu lar culture still remains one 
o f the most proven methods o f finding them es. One way to gain a greater 
im mersion into the ideas and meanings of a cu ltu re is to begin writing a 
d escrip tion o f that cu ltu re. Many ethnographers delay writing in the hope 
that they will d iscover new them es or com plete their analysis in a more 
detailed  manner. Bu t writing the ethnographic d escrip tion is best seen as 
part o f the p rocess o f ethnographic d iscovery. As you write, new insights 
and ideas for research  will occu r. Ind eed , you may find that writing will send 
you back for more ethnographic interviews to fill in gaps in the data and test 
new hypotheses about cultural them es. In the next chap ter we will d iscuss 
some ways to go abou t writing the final ethnographic report.



Tasks
11.1 Make a cultural inventory using the procedures set forth in this chapter.
11.2 Identify as many cultural themes as you can by means of the strategies 

presented in this chapter and any others you find useful.
11.3 State all the cultural themes as brief assertions.
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1. To u n d e rs ta n d  the  nature  of e th n o g ra p h ic  w ritin g  as part of the  

tran s la tio n  process .
2. To id e n tify  d iffe ren t leve ls  of e th n o g ra p h ic  w riting .
3 . To id en tify  the  s teps  in w ritin g  an  e th n o g rap h y .
4. To w rite  an  e th n o g rap h y .

Every ethnographer probably begins the task of writing a 
cultural d escrip tion with the feeling it is too early to start. 
Doing ethnography always leads to a profound awareness 
that a particu lar cu ltural meaning system  is almost in
exhaustibly rich. You  know a great deal about your infor
m ant’s cu ltu re, but you also realize how much more there is 
to know. It is well to recognize that what you write, indeed 
that every ethnographic d escrip tion , is partial, incomplete, 
and will stand  in need o f revision. Most ethnographers 
would do well to set aside their feelings that writing is prema
ture and begin the task sooner rather than later. In the 
p rocess o f writing one d iscovers a hidden store of knowl
edge gained  during the research  p rocess.

As most p rofessional writers will affirm, the only way to 
learn to write is to w rit e. In the same way that learning to 
swim cannot occu r during classroom  lectu res on swimming, 
d iscu ssion of principles and strategies to follow in writing do 
not take us very far in learning to write. It is best to observe 
other sw immers, get in the w ater you rself and paddle 
around , and then have an experienced  swimmer point out 
ways to improve your breathing and stroke.1

One of the best ways to learn to write an ethnography is to 
read other ethnographies. Select those which communicate 
to you the meaning of another cu ltu re. Seek out ethnog
raphies written in a way that brings that cu lture to life, 
making you feel you understand  the people and their way of 
life. If you read well-w ritten ethnographies during the pro
cess of writing, you r own writing will improve without con 
scious effort.

Every ethnographer can identify books and articles that 
are well-written cu ltural d escrip tions. In the past eight 
years, my colleague David McCurdy and I have scoured  the 
p rofessional literatu re in search o f brief exam ples o f ethno
graphic writing o f the highest calibre. Our standard  has been 
to identify writing that translates the meanings of an alien 
cultu re so well that som eone unfamiliar with ethnography
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grasps these meanings. These selections of ethnographic writing have been 
collected  in three su ccessive ed itions of Co n fo rm it y  a n d  Co n fl ict : R ea d in gs  
in Cult ura l A n t h ro p o lo gy  (1971, 1974, 1977). For  sheer read ability, two 
of the best, longer ethnographies are Elliot Liebow ’s urban ethnography, 
Talley 's  C o rn er (1967), and Colin Tu rnbu ll’s study of the Pygm ies, T he 
Fo res t  P eo p le (1962).

In this chap ter I want to exam ine briefly the nature o f ethnographic writing 
as part o f the translation p rocess. Then  I want to d iscu ss the principles o f the 
D .R.S. Method  as applied to writing an ethnography. In the p rocess I will 
give some specific suggestions on writing, but always keep  in mind that t he 
w ay  to lea rn  to w rit e an  et h n o gra p h y  is to w rit e a n  et h n o gra p h y .

THE TRANSLATION PROCESS2

Translation includes the entire p rocess o f d iscovering the meanings o f one 
culture and com municating these meanings to people in another cu ltu re. The 
ethnographer, like the translator, has a dual task. On the one hand you must 
enter the cultural scene you hope to understand . You  must get inside the 
language and thinking of your inform ants. You  must make their sym bols and 
meanings your own. The more fully you apprehend  and d igest the cultural 
meaning system  learned  by inform ants, the more effective you r final transla
tion. One of the main reasons for p resenting the in tensive analysis strategies 
gleaned from ethnographic sem antics is that these strategies are power
ful tools in learning another language and cu ltu re. They lead  to a kind of 
mental saturation in the thinking patterns o f your inform ants. Bu t this 
intensive investigation into another cu ltu re is only half the task o f transla
tion.

The second  task o f ethnographic translation is to co m m u n ica t e the cu l
tural meanings you have d iscovered  to readers who are unfamiliar with that 
culture or cultural scene. This means that every ethnographer must develop 
the skills o f communicating in written form . It requ ires us to take into 
consid eration our audience as well as our inform ants. In a real sense, a truly 
effective translation requ ires an intimate knowledge o f two cu ltu res: the one 
described  and the one tacitly held by the audience who will read the d escrip 
tion.

Many highly skilled ethnographers fail to finish the work of ethnographic 
translation. They give months of time to the in tensive study of another 
cu ltu re, analyzing in great detail the meanings encod ed  in that cu ltu re. Then , 
without taking time to learn the skills o f written com m unication, without 
understanding their au d ience, without even  feeling the im portance of com 
municating in a way that brings the cu ltu re to life, they write an ethnog
raphy. Their au dience becom es a very small group of other ethnographers, 
who, by virtue of their in terest in the cu ltu re, are willing to wade through the 
vague and general d iscu ssions, exam ine the taxonom ies, parad igms, and



other tables or charts, and glean an understanding o f the people and their 
way o f life. The ethnographic literatu re is plagued by half-tranlations that 
cannot be used as guides to another way of life.

In d iscussing the steps in writing an ethnographic d escrip tion I will make 
numerous suggestions for creating a full translation, one that communicates 
the cu ltural meanings you have d iscovered . H ow ever, one fundamental 
cau se o f inad equate cu ltural translations lies in the ethnographer’s failure to 
understand  and use d ifferent levels o f writing. During the writing o f any 
ethnographic d escrip tion, the ethnographer must keep  these various levels in 
mind and consciou sly use them  to increase the com m unicative power of the 
translation.

Levels of Ethnographic Writing3

Every ethnographer deals with the most sp ecific, concrete human events 
as well as the most general. In our field notes we identify an infant with a 
specific name, held by a specific mother, nursing at that m other’s breast, at a 
specific time and in a specific p lace. In those same field notes we will make 
observations about human love, nurtu rance, and the universal relationship 
of mothers and children. In the final written ethnography, the range of levels 
is enorm ous. More than anything else, the way these levels are used will 
determ ine the com m unicative value of an ethnographic translation.

Kenneth  Read , in his beautifu lly written ethnography of the Gahuku 
peoples o f highland New Guinea, T h e H igh  Valley  (1965), suggests the 
underlying cau se of partial translations in ethnography:

W h y, th en , is so m u ch  an th rop ological writing so an tisep tic, so d evoid  o f  anyth ing 
th at b rin gs a people to  life? Th ere th ey a re , p inned  like b u tterflies in a  glass ca se , with  
th e d ifferen ce h ow ever, th at w e often  can n ot tell w h at co lo r  th ese sp ecim en s a re , and  
w e are  n ever sh ow n  th em  in fligh t, n ever see th em  soar  o r  d ie excep t in gen eralities. 
Th e reason  for th is lies in th e aim s o f  an th rop ology, w h ose con cern  with  the p articu 
lar is in cid en tal to an  u nd erstan d in g of th e gen eral ( 1965: ix ).

In  anthropology, as in all social scien ces, t he co n cern  w ith t he p a rt icu la r is 
in cid en t a l  to an u n d ers t a n d in g o f  t he gen era l . Bu t when this principle is 
transported  wholesale into doing ethnography, it creates a travesty of the 
translation p rocess. When an ethnographer stud ies another cu ltu re, the only 
p lace to begin is with the particu lar, con crete, specific events of everyd ay 
life. Then , through the research  p rocess d escribed  in this book, the ethnog
rapher moves to more and more general statem ents about the cu ltu re. With 
the d iscovery of more general folk categories and cu ltural them es, the 
ethnographer begins to make com parisons with other cu ltu res and even 
more general statem ents abou t the cu ltu re stud ied . And all too frequently, it



is primarily this kind o f analysis and understanding that finds its way into the 
ethnographic d escrip tion.

In writing an ethnography as a translation, t he co n cern  w ith t he gen era l  is 
inciden t a l  to an u n d ers t a n d in g o f  t he p a rt icu la r. In ord er for a read er to see 
the lives of the people we study as they see them selves, we musts/jovv t hem  
t h rough  p a rt i cu la rs , not merely talk about them in generalities.

There are at least six d ifferent levels that can be identified in ethnographic 
writing as we move from the general to the particu lar. Let’s exam ine each of 
these d ifferent kinds o f translation statem ents.

L ev el  O n e: U n iv ersa l  S t a t em en t s . These include all statem ents about 
human beings, their behavior, cu ltu re, or environmental situation. They are 
all-encompassing statem ents. The beginning ethnographer often feels in- 
compentent to make any universal statem ents. H ow ever, all o f us know 
things that occu r universally and can includ e them in our ethnographies. 
Most cultural descrip tions includ e such universal statem ents. A study o f air 
traffic controllers, for  exam p le, might assert that, “ In all societies, people 
manage the movement o f their bod ies through space in such a way that they 
do not constantly collide with other human bein gs.” Such a statem ent is 
relevant to controlling the movement of vehicles in which humans move 
about as well. A study o f clerks who record  burglaries in the police d epart
ment might assert the following universal statem ent, “ In all human societies, 
some people keep  record s of one sort or another about their affa irs.”

For each level o f abstraction  that appears in ethnographic writing, I want 
to give an exam ple from T h e Cock t a il  W a it ress : W o m a n 's  W ork  in a M a n 's  
W orld  (Sprad ley and Mann 1975). This exam ple will clarify the nature o f the 
various levels by showing their exp ression  in a single work. The following 
universal statem ent is one among several:

Every  society  tak es th e b iological d ifferen ces b etw een  fem ale and  male to crea te  a 
sp ecial kind o f  reality: fem in in e and  m ascu lin e id en tities (1975:145).

In the con text o f a specific bar in a specific city, we made an assertion  about 
a universal featu re o f human exp erience.

L ev el  Tw o: Cro ss -Cu lt u ra l  D escrip t iv e S t a t em en t s . The second  level o f 
abstraction includ es statem ents about two or more societies. It consists of 
assertions that are true for some societies, but not necessarily true for all 
societies. Consid er the following statem ent from T h e Cock t a il  W a it ress:

Wh en  an th rop ologists began  stud yin g sm all, n on -Western  societies th ey found th at 
people p articip ated  in a single w eb  o f  life. . . . Wh en  we turn  to com p lex societies  
su ch  as ou r ow n , th e n u m b er o f  cu ltu ral p ersp ectives for an y situation  in creases  
rad ically (1975:8,9).



This statem ent says something about two very large classes of human 
societies—the small, non-Western  ones and the com plex ones. Such a de
scrip tive statem ent helps to convey an understanding of even the most 
specific place such as Brad y’s Bar. Cross-cu ltu ral d escrip tive statements 
help p lace a cultural scene in the broad er pictu re o f human cu ltu res, some
thing every ethnographer is concerned  abou t doing. These kinds o f state
ments say to the read er, “ This cultural scene is not merely one little interest
ing group of peop le; it is a part o f the human sp ecies in a particu lar way. It is 
like many other cultural scenes, but it is also d ifferent from  many others.’’ 
By means of con trast you have conveyed  an important d imension of the 
cu ltu re.

L ev el  T h ree: G en era l  S t a t em en t s  abou t  a Societ y  o r Cult ural G ro u p . This 
kind o f statem ent appears to be sp ecific, but in fact remains quite general. 
“ The Kw akiu tl live in villages along coastal bays” is a general statement 
about a cultural group. “ The Pygmies live in the forest and play musical 
instru m ents” is another general statem ent. We can make such statements 
about com plex societies also: “ Am erican cu ltu re is based  on the value of 
m aterialism .” Or we can make such statem ents about recu rren t cultural 
scenes or groups o f people who have learned  similar cultural scenes: “ Air 
traffic controllers work under great stress;” “ Police departments must 
gather, classify, and record  a great deal of important in form ation.”

In our study of Brad y’s Bar , we included statem ents at this level. They did 
not refer only to Brad y’s Bar , but to all the institu tions of which Brad y’s was 
one exam ple:

Bars, in gen eral, are p laces of em p loym en t for hundreds of th ousand s of wom en, 
alm ost alw ays as cock tail w aitresses. Th eir role in b ars ten d s to be an  exten sion  of  
th eir role at hom e— servin g th e n eeds of m en . . . . Lik e m ost in stitu tion s of Am erican  
socie ty , m en  hold sw ay at th e cen te r  of social im p ortan ce (1975:145).

L ev el  Fo u r: G en era l  S t a t em en t s  a bo u t  a S p eci f ic Cu lt u ra l  S c e n e . When 
we move down one level of abstraction , we note many statem ents about a 
particu lar cu ltu re or cultu ral scene. Most ethnographies are filled with state
ments at this level: “ The Fort Rupert Kwakiu tl engage in seine fishing,” 
“ The air traffic controllers at the Minneapolis In ternational Airport work 
one o f three sh ifts.”

Ethnographic interviews provide many such statem ents. An informant 
might say, “ The w aitresses at Brad y’s get hassled  by cu stom ers” or 
“ Tramps aren ’t really tramps unless they make the bu cket.” These are 
d escrip tive statem ents about a particu lar group. Bu t even though they refer 
to a sp ecific scene or group, they are still general in nature. Moreover, even 
when expressed  by an informant and used in ethnography as a quotation 
from an inform ant, they rep resent an abstraction . Every cu ltu re is filled with



these low-level abstractions, and they must find their way into any ethno
graphic d escrip tion. H ere is an exam ple from Brad y’s Bar:

At one level, Brad y’s Bar  is p rim arily a p lace o f  b u sin ess. At an oth er level, Brad y’s 
Bar is a p lace w h ere men can  com e to p lay ou t exaggerated  m ascu lin e roles, actin g  
out th eir fan tasies o f sexu al p row ess, and  reaffirm ing th eir ow n  male id en tities. 
Brad y’s Bar  is a m en ’s cerem on ial cen te r  (1975:130-131).

This level of ethnographic writing contains many o f the themes that the 
ethnographer wants to p resent to the read er. Thu s, the theme o f males 
expressing their identities in many d ifferent ways—in the way sp ace is 
organized , the way drinks are ord ered , etc.— is d escribed  in statem ents at 
this level. Som etim es one can encapsu late general statem ents at level fou r in 
a quotation from an inform ant; they still remain statem ents o f a very general 
nature. Making use of an informant qu otation helps provide a sense o f 
immediacy and gives the read er a closer acquaintance with the cu ltu re, but 
we must move to even more specific levels.

L ev el  Fi v e: S p eci f ic S t a t em en t s  a bo u t  a Cu lt u ra l  D o m a in . At this level, 
the ethnographer begins to make use of folk term s and the specific contrasts 
elicited  from inform ants. We are now dealing with a class o f even ts, objects, 
or activities as labeled  by inform ants. The ethnographer should show how 
the informant uses these term s. For  exam p le, here is an ethnographic state
ment at level five from my own research  on the Valley, a com pany that 
produces tannery equ ipment. “ One o f the most important jobs that the men 
at the Valley do is to make d ru m s . A drum can be small, such as a barrel, or 
more than thirty feet across. There are many minute stages in making a 
drum, including m a k in g h ea d s , m a k in g p in s , m a k in g cro s s  p i eces , m a k in g 
s t av es , m ak ing d o o rs , and m a k in g d o o r f ra m es . The en tire p rocess of 
making a drum can take as long as a week and involve the work o f several 
m en.”

Descrip tive statem ents at this level can make reference to taxonom ies and 
paradigms that encapsu late a great deal o f inform ation. H ow ever, these 
rep resentations in them selves seldom com m unicate more than a skeleton of 
the relationships. In ord er to translate these into a d escrip tion that will be 
understood , a great deal o f narrative d escrip tion at this level and the next 
more specific level is required .

Here is a brief exam ple o f a sp ecific statem ent abou t the domain a sk ing 
f o r  a drink , which makes up part o f the cultu re o f cocktail w aitresses.

One freq u en t w ay th at men ask  fo r  a d rin k  is n ot to ask  for a  d rin k  a t all. In  th e 
situation  w h ere it is ap p rop riate to ask  for a  d rin k , th ey ask  in stead  for th e w aitress. 
This m ay be done in th e form  o f  t easing, hust ling, hassling, o r  som e oth er sp eech  
act  (1975:132).



L ev el  S i x : S p eci f ic I n cid en t  S t a t em en t s . In  one sense, levels one through 
five all con trast sharply with level six. This level takes the reader immedi
ately to the actual level o f behavior and objects, to the level o f perceiving 
these things. Consid er an exam ple from  Brad y’s Bar , closely related  to all 
the exam ples given at the other five levels o f abstraction :

San d y is w ork ing th e u p p er section  on  Frid ay n igh t. She w alk s up to th e co m e r  tab le 
w h ere th ere is a  grou p  o f  five sh e h as n ever seen  b efore: fou r gu ys and  a girl wh o are  
loud  an d  b oisterou s. Sh e step s up to th e tab le and  ask s, “ Are you  read y to ord er  
n ow ?”  On e o f  th e m ales grab s h er by th e w aist an d  jerk s  h er tow ard s h im. “ I alread y  
k now  w h at I w an t! ITI tak e y o u ,”  he says as he sm iles in n ocen tly up at h er 
(1975:132).

As a read er, you immediately begin to see things happening, perhaps feel 
things that the actors in this situation feel. Instead  o f merely being t o ld  what 
people know , how they generate behavior from  this knowledge, and how 
they in terp ret things, you have been show n  this cu ltural knowledge in action. 
A  go o d  et h n o gra p h ic t ransla t ion  sh o w s ; a p o o r o n e only  t ells.

Perhaps another exam ple of the six levels in ethnographic writing will 
clarify the effect on the read er. Draw from my research  among tramps, 
the following statem ents all d escribe a single asp ect o f their experience: 
begging, borrowing, panhandling, lending, and otherw ise exchanging things.

l e v e l  1: R ecip rocity  am on g hum an  bein gs is b alan ced  w h ere tw o p eop le give to each  
oth er ove r  tim e, each  givin g and  each  receivin g. Su ch  recip rocity  occu rs  in all 
societies.

l e v e l  2: Tram p s, like th ose w h o live in trib al villages, d epen d  on  on e an oth er in time 
o f  n eed . Th ey exp ect oth ers to recip roca te . A Kw ak iu tl Ind ian  will give in a 
p otlatch  and  la ter receive gifts a t som eon e e lse’s p otla tch . A tram p  will give to 
an oth er tram p  an d  also beg from  an oth er tram p . 

l e v e l  3: Tram p s en gage in m u ch  m ore recip rocal exch an ge th an  do oth er m em bers  
of th e larger socie ty . This kind of exch an ge tak es m an y form s. 

l e v e l . 4: A tram p  in th e Seattle City Jail will exch an ge good s and  services with  oth er 
tram p s. If  he is a  tru sty in th e ja i l , he might exch an ge a service for m on ey with  
som eon e in lock u p .

l e v e l  5: (In form an t’s sta tem en t) “ Ye s , a  tram p  will beg from  oth er tram p s. If you ’re 
panhand lin g you  can  exp ect an oth er tram p  to give you  m on ey o r  a cigarette if he 
has it. You  realize th at som etim e he will need  som eth in g and  th en  it will be you r 
tu rn .”

l e v e l  6: It w as a  dull Tu esd ay aftern oon  an d  a  sligh t m ist o f  rain  w as b lowing gen tly  
in from  th e Pu get Sou n d . Joe  had  b ecom e a k ick ou t an  h ou r earlier; several 
m in u tes ago he w alked  off  th e elevator on  th e first floor o f  th e Pub lic Safety  
Build ing and  foun d  his w ay to  th e s tree t. Pu lling th e collar o f  h is w orn  tw eed  jack e t  
up arou n d  his n eck , he h u n ch ed  h is sh ou ld ers sligh tly and  h ead ed  d ow n tow n , 
w on d erin g w h ere he would  find m on ey for a  d rin k  o r  even  a cigarette . H e might 
h ave to m ak e a flop u n d er th e b rid ge on  Wash in gton  Stree t ton igh t to stay ou t of



the rain. H e saw  a man ap p roach in g him as he headed  slowly down Jam es Street, 
ob viou sly an oth er tram p . Look ed  like a h om e guard  tram p , but he cou ld n ’t tell for  
su re. “ Can  you  sp are a  q u arter  for a ju g ?”  he ask ed . “ I ju st got a k ick ou t .”  “ N o , 
I ’m flat on  my ass m yself ,”  th e o th er man said , “ but how  ab ou t a sm ok e, all I got 
are Bull D u rh am s.”  After tak in g a light too , Joe  started  on  dow n  Jam es Street  
look ing for a tou rist o r  b u sin essm an  to p an h an d le.

Ethnographic writing includ es statem ents at all six levels from  the general 
to the particular. Effective writing, which serves to com m unicate the mean 
ings of a cu lture to the read er, is achieved  by making all these statem ents, 
but doing so in a certain  p ro p o rt io n . Professional jou rnals, in which the 
author writes primarily to colleagu es, tend  to consist of statem ents at levels 
one and two. That is, the d escrip tion is made in general term s; the au thor 
avoids specific incid ents. Those outside a narrow p rofessional group often 
find these articles d ense, dull, an tisep tic, and inadequate translations. Som e 
ethnographic writing, w hether articles, papers, or books, adopts a formal 
style using levels three and fou r. Most d issertations and theses are written at 
these middle levels o f abstractions, although they may also contain  a great 
deal o f information at level five. They tend to p resent the bare bones, the 
skeleton of knowledge, without the flesh o f exam ples and specific incidents 
of level six. At the other extrem e, some ethnographic novels and personal 
accounts consist entirely o f statem ents at level six with a few  statem ents 
from level five thrown in now and then. This kind of writing holds the 
read er’s attention but may fail to com m unicate the overall stru ctu re of a 
culture or the nature o f ethnography.

It should be clear that mixing the various levels in a desirable proportion 
depends on the goals of the ethnographer. In  You O w e Y o u rs el f  a D ru n k : A n  
Et h n o gra p h y  o f  U rba n  N o m a d s  (1970), I made a great deal o f use o f levels 
three through six, ranging back and forth  from  statem ents about tramps 
generally to specific incid ents. Many o f the incidents were contained  in 
quotations from inform ants. In T h e Cock t a i l  W ait ress: W o m en 's  W ork  in a 
M a n 's  W orld  (Sprad ley and Mann 1975), we sought to com m unicate to a 
wider audience and included many more statem ents at level six, the most 
specific level. We also tried  to relate the cultu re o f Brad y’s Bar  to the 
universal level o f writing. In retrosp ect, we tended  to scale down the middle 
level of generalizations. In D e a f  L ik e M e (Sprad ley and Sprad ley 1978), an 
in-depth study of a family cop ing with a d eaf child , we moved alm ost en tirely 
to the most concrete level. We did this in ord er to com m unicate with the 
widest possible au d ience. Although much o f the data we gathered  by ethno
graphic interviewing and other ethnographic techniqu es, we recounted  
specific incidents in order to com m unicate more effectively to the read er. 
We sought to show  the cu ltu re of this fam ily, how they coped  with a d eaf 
child , what strategies they used , and the consequ ences for com m unication. 
Although statem ents appear in this study at all the other levels o f generaliza



tion, they are woven into the particu lar so thoroughly that they do not stand 
ou t. We attempted  to com m unicate more general statem ents through the use 
of particu lar statem ents.

Each  ethnographer will have to d eterm ine the intended  aud ience. I believe 
ethnographic research  holds important values for all people and that ethnog
raphers should write for those outside the acad em ic world . I urge students 
and others to avoid the middle levels o f generalizations, to use them, but 
sparingly. Em phasize the most general and the most specific. In ethno
graphic writing, the concern  with the general is incidental to an understanding 
o f the particu lar for an important reason. It is becau se generalities are best 
com m unicated  through particu lars. And the second  half o f all translation 
involve co m m u n ica t in g to ou tsiders the meanings o f a cu ltu re.

STEPS IN WRITING AN ETHNOGRAPHY

Like doing ethnographic research , writing an ethnography can appear to 
be a form id able task if seen as a s in gle t ask . All too often , the beginning 
ethnographer conceives the writing as simply w rit ing. You  sit down with 
blank paper and all your field notes and begin writing the ethnography. When 
it is completed  it will requ ire some revision and ed iting, but the work is 
largely one long, arduous task.

Underlying the D .R.S. Method  of research  is the assumption that breaking 
a large task into sm aller ones and placing these in sequ ence will simplify the 
work and improve on e’s p erform ance. This assumption applies equally to 
writing. H ow ever, becau se each  of us has developed  patterns of writing from 
years o f exp erience, it is far more d ifficult to create a series o f steps that 
have wide ap p licability.4 The following steps must be consid ered  as sug
gestions only. Each  read er will want to create his own series of steps to 
organize writing in a manner that best fits patterns developed  through past 
exp erience. H ow ever, the underlying p rem ise, that it is valuable to divide up 
the writing of an ethnography into tasks, does have wide app licability.

S t ep  O n e: S el ect  an a u d ien ce. Becau se the aud ience will influence every 
asp ect of your ethnography, this is one of the first things to do. All writing is 
an act o f com m unication betw een human beings and in that sense it is similar 
to talking. When speaking to som eone, there are innumerable cues that 
remind us that our audience is p resent. The writer needs to select an 
au d ience, identify it clearly, and then keep in mind throughout the writing 
who that au dience is.

When writing for a specific jou rnal or magazine, the ethnographer must 
carefu lly scru tin ize past issu es o f that jou rnal to d iscover the style of writing. 
You  are, in fact, d iscovering the audience that such a jou rn a i is written for.



If one intends to write a book-length ethnography, then the audience may be 
scholars in the field , stud ents, the general public, or some other group.

The best ad vice I have ever received  for selecting an audience cam e from 
Marshall Tow nsend , the ed itor at the University o f Arizona Press:

A b asic con cep t w e stress a t  th e Un iversity of Arizon a Press is th at of th e “ target  
read er .“  W h at we u rge YO U  as an  au th or to d o is to p ick  ou t a “ target read er“  an d  
w rite in b ook  form  for on ly o n e rea d er. Pick  ou t som e real p erson  w hom  y ou k now , 
then  set dow n  you r m aterials so th is p erson  will u n d erstan d  w h at you  are sayin g. 
Wh en  you  h ave a “ target re ad e r ,“  you  effect a single level o f  p resen tation , rath er  
than  tryin g to p rovid e in form ation  to everyon e from  th ose w h o h ave th eir d octora tes  
to stu d en ts in high sch ool w h o w an t to d elve in to th e su b ject ju s t  a b it. Ch oose you r  
level o f  com m u n ication  and  s tay  with  it— by ad d ressin g you rself in you r writing to  
only this one p erson . W e b elieve you  will find th is con cep t a h ighly w ork ab le on e.

Wh en  you  as an au th or w rite su ccessfu lly for on e, we as a  pub lish er m ay be ab le to  
tak e you r b ook  and  sell th ou san d s o f  cop ies b ecau se each  p erson  feels “ th is w as 
m ean t fo r  m e y  On th e o th er h an d , if you  try  to  w rite fo r  th ou san d s, and  em b race all 
of th eir varied  in terests and  view p oin ts, w e m ay n ot be ab le to sell a  single cop y . 
Stick  to you r on e-level ap p roach , and w e as pub lish ers will tak e care  o f  in forming 
read ers at all levels o f  in terest and  o f  u n d erstan d ing how the b ook  will fit in to th eir  
realm .

S t ep  Tw o: S el ect  a t h es i s . In  ord er to com m unicate with your au d ience, 
you need to have something to say. All too often , ethnographic d escrip tions 
are like conversations meandering, without a destination. Although of in terest 
to the ethnographer and a few  colleagu es, such writing will not hold the 
attention of many more. A thesis is the central m essage, the point you want 
to make. There are several sou rces for finding a thesis.

First, the m ajor themes you have d iscovered  in ethnographic research  
represent possible theses. For  exam ple, a m ajor them e in the cu ltu re o f 
tramps was that being in ja il affected  one’s identity, even  made a man want 
to go out and get d runk. In  ja il a man learned  to “ hu stle,” and this reinforced  
his identity as a tramp trying to “ make it” on the street. This theme becam e 
the thesis of the ethnography: That jailing dru nks, rather than being thera
peu tic, actually played an important role in creating the identity of tramp. 
This thesis was summed up in the title o f the ethnography, which cam e from 
one informant who said , “ After thirty days in ja il, y ou  ow e y o u rs el f  a 
d ru n k !”

Second , a thesis for your ethnography may com e from the overall goals of 
ethnography. You  may for exam ple, state your thesis in the following way: 
“ To most peop le, a bar is a p lace to drink. Bu t to a cocktail w aitress, it is 
much more com plex. It is a world o f varied cu ltural meanings that she learns 
in order to carry out her work and cope with d ifficulties. In this paper I want 
to show ju st  how com plex the cultural knowledge o f cocktail w aitresses is, in



con trast to the casual im pressions of the ou tsid er.” You r thesis can simply 
be to show that cu ltu ral meaning system s are much more com plex than we 
usually think.

Another way to form ulate this type o f thesis is in terms of a set o f recipes 
for behavior. Culture can be viewed as a set o f instru ctions for carrying out 
ord inary activities of life. You r thesis would be to show the reader the recipe 
for being a tram p, a cocktail w aitress, or some other kind of person. Charles 
Frake, in a series o f articles, has made effective use of this kind of thesis. For 
exam p le, he has written on “ How to ask for a d rink,” and “ How to en ter a 
hou se” among groups in the Philippines (1964c, 1975).

Still another way to form ulate this type of thesis is to show the tacit rules 
for behavior. This thesis argues that much goes on in social life that we do 
not see; that there are tacit ru les o f behavior that people have learned  but 
seldom d iscu ss. The point o f your paper is to make those tacit rules exp licit.

Third , a thesis may com e from the literatu re o f social scien ces. In one 
paper on tramps I reviewed  the literatu re on the concep t o f “ recip rocity.” 
Then , I formulated  a thesis that linked the patterns of recip rocity among 
tramps to these more general concep ts (1968).

When a thesis has been selected , it is useful to state it briefly, perhaps in a 
single sen tence, and place it before you as a constan t reminder as you write. 
This will help organize you r paper and integrate it around a single major 
idea. It will also help the read er to grasp the meanings o f the cu lture in a way 
that a simple listing of domains and their meanings will not.

S t ep  T h ree: M a k e a list  o f  t op ics  a n d  crea t e an  o u t l in e. Any ethnography 
will necessarily deal with only selected  asp ects o f a cu ltu re. Furtherm ore, 
you will use only part of the material you have collected . Step  three involves 
reviewing your field notes and the cu ltural inventory you have made and 
listing top ics you think should be included in the final d escrip tion. Som e of 
these top ics will be things like “ in trod uction” and “ con clu sion .” Once 
listed , you can then make an outline built around your thesis. This will 
divide up your actual writing into sections, each  o f which can be done as a 
separate unit. If you have been writing short d escrip tive p ieces throughout 
the p roject (see Appendix B), many or all o f these may fit into the outline.

S t ep  Fo u r: W rit e a ro u gh  d ra f t  o f  ea ch  s ect i o n . A rough draft is intended to 
be rough, unfinished, unpolished . One o f the great road blocks for many 
writers is the desire to revise each  sen tence as it goes down on paper. 
Constant revision not only slows the entire writing p rocess but takes away 
from  the free flow of com m unication. Constant revision seldom occu rs in 
speaking; we may occasionally restate som ething, but usually we talk with
out revising. W rit e as y ou t alk  is an excellen t rule to follow  in composing a 
rough draft o f each  section .



S t ep  Fi v e: R ev is e t he ou t l ine a n d  crea t e s u b h ea d s . Alm ost always the 
outline from which one writes becom es changed  in the p rocess o f writing. 
Once a rough draft is com pleted  for each section , it is a good idea to make a 
new outline, rearranging sections as appropriate. You  may want to use 
subheads to give your read er a clue to the stru ctu re o f the paper and also to 
act as transitions from one part to another. Native folk terms can often be 
used as subheads in an ethnography, helping to create a view which reflects 
the cultural knowledge of your inform ants.

S t ep  S i x : Ed it  t he ro u gh  d ra f t . At this point in the writing you will have a 
rough draft of your paper, a fairly clear ou tline, and a number of subheadings 
you want to use throughout the paper. Now  it is time to go over it with an 
eye to improving the details o f writing. Work through each  section  and at the 
same time keep  the entire d escrip tion in mind. Make changes d irectly on the 
pages you had previously written. When you want to add a paragraph or 
sentence, write them on the back o f the page or on a sep arate p iece of paper 
with instructions as to where they will appear. At this stage it is often useful 
to ask a friend to read over the manuscrip t and make general com m ents. An 
outside p erspective is esp ecially useful for making improvements that will 
enhance the com m unicative power of the d escrip tion.

S t ep  S ev en : W rit e t he in t roduct ion  a n d  co n clu s io n . By now the d escrip tion 
has taken on substantial form  and you can write these two parts of the paper 
in a more effective manner. Som e writers find that they write better if they 
write a rough introd uction at the start o f the writing but save the conclu sion 
until the end . In either case, now is the time to review both the introd uction 
and conclusion and revise them  to fit the paper.

S t ep  E igh t : R erea d  t he m a n u scrip t  f o r  ex a m p les . Exam p les involve writ
ing at the low est level o f abstraction . Becau se of their im portance in com 
munication, a special read ing o f the paper to see if you have used enough 
examples is highly d esirable. Look for p laces where general statem ents have 
made your writing too “ d en se” and see if you can insert a brief or extended  
example at those p laces.

S t ep  N i n e: W rit e t he f in a l  d ra f t . In  some cases this will merely involve 
typing the paper or turning it over to som eone else to type. In other cases, 
you will need to go carefully over the manuscrip t again, making the final 
ed itorial changes. Using steps such as these means you have been over the 
entire manuscrip t numerous times during the cou rse of writing. Instead  of a 
single first-d raft-as-final-draft, your paper has gone through a series of 
developmental stages.

In this chap ter we have d iscu ssed  ethnographic writing as a part o f the



translation p rocess. In the notes for this chap ter are several excellen t refer
ences on writing which you may want to consu lt. Writing is a skill learned 
slowly. It is one that shows great variation from one person to another. The 
suggestions in this chap ter are offered  only as general gu id elines, not as hard 
and fast ru les that every writer should try to follow .

Tasks
12.1 Write a rough draft of an ethnography.
12.2 Conduct additional interviews as needed to fill gaps in your data.
12.3 Write a final draft of an ethnography.



NOTES

CHAPTER ONE: ETHNOGRAPHY AND CULTURE

1. Th ere are m an y excellen t b ook s on  th e field w ork  exp erien ce . See Freilich  
(1970), Kim ball and  W atson  (1972), an d  Sp ind ler (1970) for accou n ts  o f  field 
w ork .

2. Th e term  “ eth n ograp h y”  is used  to refer to both  th e w ork  o f  stu dyin g a  cu ltu re  
and  th e en d  p rod u ct, “ an  e th n ograp h y.”  In  th is b ook  I will use it to refer to  
b ook s, m on ograp h s, and  an y art icles o r  p ap ers th at set forth  a  cu ltu ral d escrip 
tion . All eth n ograp h ies are in com p lete, w h eth er th ey con sist o f  m an y volu m es o r  
a sh ort p ap er.

3. See Kroeb er  and  Klu ck h oh n  fo r  an  early  review  o f  defin itions (1952). Also see  
Sp rad ley (1972a , 1972b ) for a d iscu ssion  o f  con cep ts  o f  cu ltu re. Kap lan  and  
M an n ers (1972) an d  Keesin g (1974) review  th eories and  con cep ts  o f  cu ltu re.

4. M an y o f  th e m ore im p ortan t art icles on  sym b olic in teraction ism  h ave b een  
collected  in M an is and  M eitzer (1967). See also Blu m er (1969) for an  in trod u c
tion  to th is th eoretical p ersp ective .

5. Th e focu s o f  th is b ook  is on  et hnography . Eth n ograp h ic sem an tics m eth 
odologies form  th e co re  o f  th e tech n iq u es p resen ted  in th is b ook , bu t th is b ook  is 
n ot limited  to th e sem an tic ap p roach . A s w e shall see in som e o f  th e la te r  step s, 
eth n ograp h y d raw s from  m an y d ifferen t ap p roach es in an th rop ology and  sociol
ogy.

6. In his p resid en tial ad d ress to th e Am erican  Psych ological Associa tion , Donald  
Cam pbell (1975) cogen tly argu ed  th at social scien tists need  to tak e th e folk  
th eories o f  all th e w orld ’s societies m ore seriou sly.

7. Th eir b ook , The D iscov ery  o f  G ro u n d ed  Theory  (G laser  and  Strau ss 1967), 
sh ares m an y sim ilarities with  th e p resen t w ork . H ow ever, th e ap p roach  p re
sen ted  h ere m ak es system atic u se o f  a  lingu istic th eory o f  m ean in g.

8. See Sp rad ley (1969) and  (1971b ).
9. This ap p roach  is k now n  as eth n op sych ology. Fo r  tw o excellen t exam p les see  

Strau s (1977) an d  Valen tin e (1963).
10. See my ch ap ter “ Trou b le in th e Tan k ”  (1976b ), w h ich  ap p eared  in Et h ics  and  

A nt hropology : D ilem m as in Field  W ork  (Ryn k iew ich  and  Sp rad ley 1976), for a  
d escrip tion  o f  th e even ts th at led up to  th is pub lish ing d ecision .

11. In ad d ition , W ern er and  h is associa tes  h ave u n d ertak en  system atic eth n ograp h ic 
research  on  N avah o sch ools. Th ese are being u sed  b y th e N avah o in im proving 
th e sch ools for th eir ch ild ren .

CHAPTER TWO: LANGUAGE AND FIELD WORK

1. Th e p rim ary resou rce for th is research  is You Ow e Y o u rsel f  a D runk : A n  Et h n o g
raphy  o f  Urban N o m a d s , Jam es P . Sp rad ley (1970). See esp ecially Ch ap ter  
T h ree , w h ich  deals with  m ak ing a f lo p , as d oes “ Ad ap tive strategies o f  u rb an  
nom ad s th e eth n oscien ce o f  tram p  cu ltu re ,”  Sp rad ley (1972c). O th er rep orts on



m y research  with  sk id  row  m en  ap p ear in th e follow in g art icles: (1968, 1971a, 
1972d , 1972e, 1978, 1975, 1976b ). All referen ces to  research  on  tram p s (o r  skid 
row  m en ) in th is b ook  are d raw n  from  m y field n otes o r  th ese published  sou rces.

2. Th e con cep t o f  cult ural s cen e  is u sed  in th is b ook  to refer to the sh ared  knowl
ed ge p eop le u se in a  p articu lar social situ ation  o r  w h ich  h as b een  acq u ired  as a  
resu lt o f  m em b ersh ip  in a p articu lar grou p  o r  p articip ation  in a  p articu lar settin g. 
Ea ch  socie ty  is m ad e up  o f  d iverse su b grou p s an d  m an y d ifferen t settin gs, each  
w ith  its ow n  cu ltu ral defin ition s and  ru les. Th e con cep t o f  cu ltu ral scen e is 
p articu larly u sefu l in doing eth n ograp h y in com p lex societies.

3. See Bateson  (1937).
4. I am  in d eb ted  to O sw ald  W ern er o f  N orth w estern  Un iversity  for suggesting this 

con cep t for a typ e o f  eth n ograp h y.

CHAPTER THREE: INFORMANTS

1. Th ere is a  grow ing li teratu re in th e social scien ces w h ich  exp licitly recogn izes the 
im p ortan ce o f  e th ics in d oin g research . J.A . Barn es , in The Et hics o f  Inquiry  in 
Socia l  S cien ce  (1977), exam in es som e o f  th e im p ortan t eth ical issu es and p ro
vid es a  good  sou rce  o f  referen ces. Fo r  selected  cases  dealin g with  eth ical issues 
in d oin g eth n ograp h y see Et h ics  an d  A n t hropo logy : D ilem m as in Field  W ork , 
M ich ael Ryn k iew ich  and  Jam es P. Sp rad ley, ed s. (1976).

2. See M ann  (1976).
3. Th is stu d y is rep orted  in Allen  (1974).

STEP ONE: LOCATING AN INFORMANT

1. See W allace (1965).
2. See N ash  (1976, 1977, 1978) for d escrip tion s o f  th e cu ltu re o f  long

d istan ce ru n ners by a  p articip an t. In ad d ition , N ash  h as w ritten  on  the cu ltu re of  
bus riders b ased  on  h is ow n  exp erien ce (1975).

3. Th is stu d y o f  m atch b ox cars  ap p ears in H an sen  (1976).
4. Th is stu d y ap p ears in Sloan e (1975).

STEP TWO: INTERVIEWING AN INFORMANT

1. I u se th e con cep t o f  sp eech  even t h ere in th e eth n ograp h ic sen se o f  an  even t that 
is labeled  by th e kind o f  sp eech  th at occu rs  with a  folk  term . This con cep t has 
b een  d evelop ed  by Dell H ym es in his w ork  on  th e eth n ograp h y o f  sp eaking. See 
his Foundat ions in Socio l inguist ics: A n  Et hno graph ic A pproach  (1974). See 
“ H ow  to Ask  for a  D rin k ,”  Ch ap ter Seven  in The Cock t ail W ait ress: W om ans  
W ork  in a M an 's  W orld, Sp rad ley and  M an n  (1975), for a  sp ecific stu d y o f  sp eech  
a cts .



1. It is im p ortan t n ot to con fu se an  eth n ograp h y with th e eth n ograp h ic record . My 
eth n ograp h y of selected  asp ects of tram p  cu ltu re (1970) m ak es u se of on ly p arts  
of th e eth n ograp h ic record  built up during the research .

STEP FOUR: ASKING DESCRIPTIVE QUESTIONS

1. See Eh rm an  (1977).

STEP FIVE: ANALYZING ETHNOGRAPHIC INTERVIEWS

1. This rep resen ts an  ideal con cep tion  o f  th e research  seq u en ce. In p ractice , m an y 
social scien tists d eviate from  th is p attern  o r  mod ify it to  fit th e n eed s o f  the 
p roject . H ow ever, as an  id eal, it is on e m ost social scien tists strive to ach ieve. In 
doing eth n ograp h y or q u alitative research , the seq u en ce is d ifferen t. Som e re
search ers attem p t to com b in e eth n ograp h y with the m ore usual typ e of social 
scien ce research , w earin g tw o h ats as th ey carry  ou t th eir research . Th is is a  
p erfectly accep tab le  p roced u re as long as th e tw o typ es o f  in vestigation  d o not 
b ecom e con fu sed  and  th e p roced u res m ixed .

2. Eth n ograp h ers d o form u late h yp oth eses on  th e basis o f  p reviou s eth n ograp h ic 
research  or on  th e b asis o f  a  gen eral th eory o f  cu ltu re. H ow ever, th ese h yp oth e
ses con cern  th e m ean in gs w h ich  in form an ts h ave acq u ired  rath er th an  relation 
sh ips am on g variab les o f  a n on cu ltu ral k ind.

3. In th is sen se, eth n ograp h y aim s to d evelop  h yp oth eses to test a  th eory o f  a  
sp ecific cu ltu re. Ultim ately, using th e d ata o f  eth n ograp h y, an th rop ologists seek  
to d evelop  a gen eral th eory o f  cu ltu re.

4. Although  th is th eory is in ten d ed  as a  set o f  p rop osition s th at will exp lain  how  
mean in g w ork s in hu m an  cu ltu ral system s, it is p resen ted  h ere p rim arily as a 
h eu ristic th eory , th at is, on e designed  to fu rth er th e in vestigation  o f  m ean in g. I 
am  esp ecially indebted  to th e w ork  o f  O sw ald  W ern er and  Ch arles Frak e  and  
th eir p articu lar an alyses o f  sem an tic relation s in sem an tic system s. See esp e
cially Frak e  (1964a ), Perch on ock  and  W ern er (1968), W ern er et al. (1974), and  
Even s , Litow itz , M ark ow itz, Sm ith , and  W ern er (1977). In  ad d ition , m y th in k 
ing has b een  greatly  in fluen ced  b y n u m erou s p erson al com m u n ication s with  
Osw ald  W ern er.

5. I use the con cep t sym bol h ere as one kind  o f  sign  (P ie rce , 1931). Fo r  a  fu ller 
d iscu ssion  o f  signs and  sym b ols see my ar t icle , “ Fou n d ation s o f  Cultu ral 
Kn ow led ge”  (1972b ).

6. All categories in volve som e form  o f  in clu sion  in a  set th eory sen se. All categories  
include m em b ers. Th u s, th e category  “ stages in th e life cy cle ”  in clu des th ings 
like ch ild hood  and middle age. “ W ays to drink  b eer from  a  b o ttle”  is a ca tegory  
th at in cludes a  variety o f  a cts . I will u se th e term  st rict  inclusion  to refer to th at 
relation sh ip  in w h ich  an  ob ject is a. k ind o f  som eth in g, i .e ., a  p ine is a kind o f  tree . 
Som e w riters restr ict th e con cep t o f  in clu sion  to th is str ict in clu sion , but I will 
use it to refer to an y kind  o f  ca tegory  relation sh ip s am on g sym b ols.



7. Dom ain  is som etim es u sed  in an th rop ology to  refer to  th e large areas o r  realm s of  
cu ltu re as an th rop ologists h ave d ivided  th em  up— su ch  th ings as k in sh ip , fam ily, 
govern m en t, tech n ology, e tc. I will u se dom ain  in th e m ore restricted  sen se th at 
it is defined in in this ch ap ter. It is a folk  dom ain , a  category o f  cu lture as identified 
by m em b ers o f  a p articu lar socie ty .

8. Sem an tic relation sh ip s form  th e cen tral con cep t o f  th e relation al th eory of  
m ean in g on  w h ich  eth n ograp h ic sem an tics is b ased . I will d iscu ss th is con cep t at 
greater length  in Step  Six.

9. This figure is ad ap ted  from  Cavan  (1974). C avan ’s research  on  ru ral hippies 
d iscu ssed  in th is article m ak es m u ch  u se o f  n ative term in ology for eth n ograp h ic 
p u rp oses, bu t m ixes th ese with  th e top ic categories  gen erated  by an th rop ologists  
and oth ers. M y ow n  con cep tion  of eth n ograp h y seek s to m ain tain  a closer  
ad h eren ce to th e n ative categories o f  th ou gh t. C avan ’s stu d y is an  excellen t  
d iscu ssion  o f  h ow  to in tegrate n ative categories with  th e in vestigator’s categories  
in doing eth n ograp h ic research .

STEP SIX: MAKING A DOMAIN ANALYSIS

1. See Even s et al. (1977) for a review  of th e literatu re on  sem an tic relation s.
2. See Perch on ock  and  W ern er (1969), W ern er et al. (1974), and  Even s et al. 

(1977), w h ich  review  th e w ork  o f  sch olars in variou s d iscip lines wh o have 
p rop osed  u n iversal sem an tic relation s.

3. See W ern er and  Top p er (1976).
4. See W alk er (1965) for a  valu ab le d iscu ssion  of gen eric term s and  th eir fu n ction  in 

hu m an  com m u n ication . As n oted  earl ier, inclusion  is u sed  to refer to an y ca te 
gory relation sh ip . Th u s you  can  crea te  a set  inclu ded  in a co v e r  term  by using any 
sem an tic relation sh ip . S trict in clu sion  will be used  h ere to  refer to a single class  
o f  categories: X is a  kind  o f  Y.

5. This list is ad ap ted  from  an oth er lon ger on e p rep ared  by Kru ft (1977) in 
h er research  on  en cyclop ed ia salesp eop le.

STEP SEVEN: ASKING STRUCTURAL QUESTIONS

1. Referen ces to th e cu ltu re o f  th e d eaf are b ased  on  my ow n research  in collab ora
tion  with  Th om as S. Sp rad ley. See ou r stu d y o f  a fam ily cop in g with a ch ild  b om  
d eaf en titled  D ea f  L ik e M e, Th om as Sp rad ley and  Jam es Sp rad ley (1978). I am  
in debted  to N ina Verin  (1978) for iden tifying th e d ifferen t m od es o f  com m u n ica
tion .

2. This exam p le is b ased  on  N oren  (1974).
3. Th is exam p le is b ased  on  Kru ft (1977).
4. This exam p le is d raw n  from  G ores (1972).
5. It is easy  to fall in to the trap  o f  treatin g in form an ts as if th ey only had know ledge 

ab ou t th em selves. Bu t all in form an ts a re , in a  sen se, p articip an t ob servers. Th ey  
can  rep ort on  w h at oth ers do and  k n ow ; th ey can  offer th eir u nd erstanding o f  the 
usual p attern s o f  b eh avior; th ey can , in sh ort, give cu ltu ral in form ation  as well as 
p erson al in form ation .



6. See Step  N in e: “ Ask in g Con trast Q u estion s”  for fu rth er d iscu ssion  o f  th e u se o f  
card s in ask in g eth n ograp h ic q u estion s.

STEP EIGHT: MAKING A TAXONOMIC ANALYSIS

1. See H arris (1968), esp ecially Ch ap ter T w en ty , an d  Berrem an  (1966) fo r  a  d iscu s
sion  o f  som e o f  th ese issu es.

2. See Conklin  (1962) for on e o f  th e early th eoretical d iscu ssion s in an th rop ology o f  
folk taxon om ies and  th eir sign ifican ce. In  ad d ition , Conk lin  h as p rovid ed  a  
com p reh en sive b ib liograp h y o f  articles on  folk  classification  (1972). O th er valu 
ab le d iscu ssion s o f  folk taxon om ies can  be foun d  in Frak e  (1962), Berlin , Breed 
love, and  Raven  (1968), and  K ay  (1966).

3. See Sp rad ley (1975) fo r a com p lete an alysis o f  th is d om ain .

STEP NINE: ASKING CONTRAST QUESTIONS

1. M any of my id eas con cern in g th e p rin cip le o f  con trast are b ased  on  th e w ork  of  
p sych ologist G eorge Kelly (1955).

2. This d istin ction  w as in itially m ad e b y Conk lin  (1962).
3. A con trast se t , wh en  view ed  from  th e p ersp ective o f  a folk  taxon om y, is an y set 

of term s a t  a  single level w h ch  are all in clu ded  in a  single term  a t  th e n ext h igh er 
level in th e taxon om y.

4. Triad ic con tras t  q u estion s are b ased  on  a  s tra tegy for th e stu d y o f  p erson al 
con stru cts d evelop ed  by Kelly (1955).

STEP TEN: MAKING A COMPONENTIAL ANALYSIS

1. See G ood en ou gh  (1956), Wallace and  Atk in s (1960), an d  W allace (1962).
2. Fo r  a d iscu ssion  o f  attrib u tes see “ On Attrib u tes and  C o n cep ts ,”  Ch ap ter Tw o in 

Bru n er, G ood n ow , and  Au stin  (1956).
3. See W allace and  Atk in s (1960) for a d iscu ssion  o f  p sych ological an d  stru ctu ral 

reality.
4. Stu dies which  focu s on  stru ctu ral reality often  seek  to iden tify th e min imu m  

n um ber o f  attrib u tes o r  cri teria  n ecessary  to define o r  iden tify a p articu lar  
con cep t . Th u s, stu d ies o f  k in sh ip  term s often  on ly identify th e criteria n ecessary  
to d istinguish  all th e term s in a  se t. In studyin g th e p sych ological reality o f  folk  
term s, w e w an t to  go well b eyon d  th e min imum bits o f  in form ation  and  in clu de as 
m uch in form ation  as in form an ts are using to  organ ize th eir w orld s. Th is resu lts in 
a m uch larger n u m b er o f  attrib u tes th an  a stru ctu ral an alysis.

5. I use th e con cep t o f  parad igm  in th is b ook  as it w as originally used  in linguistic 
an alysis, not in the b road er sen se o f  “ world  view ”  m ade p op u lar by Th om as  
Ku h n  in his The S t ruct ure o f  Scient ific R ev olut ions  (1970).

6. This parad igm  is b ased  on  d ata p resen ted  in Sp rad ley (1970).



STEP ELEVEN: DISCOVERING CULTURAL THEMES

1. Fo r  a review  and  d iscu ssion  o f  m an y o f  th ese con cep ts  see “ World  View  and  
V alu es ,”  Ch ap ter 14 in A nt hropo logy : The Cult ural P ersp ect iv e, Jam es P. 
Sp rad ley and  D avid  W . M cC u rd y (1975).

2. See Agar (1976) for an  excellen t d iscu ssion  o f  th e con cep t o f  th em e. Agar  
iden tifies th em es as b road  p rem ises th at h ave exp ressed  th em selves in man y 
areas o f a p erson ’s cu ltu ral k n ow led ge, p rem ises th at m ake up a p art o f an  
in d ivid u al’s com m u n icative com p eten ce . In  th is p ap er, Agar m ak es som e ten ta
tive su ggestion s for iden tifyin g th em es.

3. See M eggitt (1974) for a d iscu ssion  o f  th is th em e.
4. See Roh len  (1974).
5. See Sp rad ley and  M ann  (1975:120-143) fo r fu rth er d iscu ssion  of th is th em e.
6. See D avis (1974) for an  excellen t d iscu ssion  o f  w ays to  d iscover th em es in 

li teratu re for u se in social scien ce .

STEP TWELVE: WRITING AN ETHNOGRAPY

1. Th is is n ot to say  th at stu d yin g th e writing p rocess is n ot helpfu l. Am on g the 
b ook s on  writing th at I h ave found  th e m ost usefu l are W rit ing W ithout  T each 
ers , Pe te r  Elb ow  (1973), The P ract ica l St y list , Sh erid an  Bak er (1969), Telling 
W rit ing, Ken  M acrorie (1970), and  A W rit er T ea ch es  W rit ing, Donald  M u rray  
(1968).

2. Fo r  an  excellen t d iscu ssion  o f  tran slation  see N id a (1964).
3. Som e o f  th ese id eas w ere originally p resen ted  in a p ap er called  “ Th e Art and  

Style o f  Eth n ograp h ic W ritin g ,”  p resen ted  to a sp ecial session  on  An th rop olog
ical Writin g and  Publish ing for N on p rofession al Au d ien ces, as p art o f the 74th  
An n u al M eetin g o f  th e Am erican  An th rop ological Associa tion , D ecem b er 2-6, 
1975, San  Fran cisco .

4. As with  all su ggestion s on  w ritin g, I b elieve it is b est to try  th em  ou t, th en  adapt 
th em  to  on e’s ow n  p ecu liar w ritin g s tyle, o r  d iscard  th em  en tirely.
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In completing each step in the D .R.S. Method , it is useful to do some 
writing. Beginning to write early will result in rough draft material that can 
find its way into the final ethnography. O f cou rse, you will be writing field 
notes, a jou rn a i, and in terp retations that suggest them selves. Also, each of 
the assignments involves some writing. The tasks outlined  here are designed 
specifically with the final written ethnography in mind. Writing two to four 
pages each  week about top ics that may fit into the final report will 
influence your research . These p rojects will stimulate you to make certain 
kinds of analyses and continually think about the end product o f the re
search . These top ics are s u gges t io n s ; you may want to follow  some or all of 
them , or design specific writing that fits more d irectly your own research.

1. Locating an Informant

T h e n a t u re o f  et h n o gra p h ic res ea rch . One cannot assu me that the reader 
of an ethnographic descrip tion will und erstand  the nature o f the investiga
tion. Write a brief statem ent that tells the read er what an ethnography is. 
Id entify and define key concep ts such as cu ltu re, ethnography, ethnographic 
in terview , and inform ant. Illu strate these concep ts from your own experi
ence. Several pages about the nature of ethnography may serve as an 
in troduction to the final report and will certainly help to clarify the concep ts 
as you begin research .

2. Interviewing an Informant

T he ro le o f  la n gu a ge in et h n o gra p h ic res ea rch . Discu ss briefly the role of 
language in all phases o f ethnographic research . See if you can use examples 
o f translation com p etence in operation from the p ractice interview you 
cond ucted .

3. Making an Ethnographic Record

B egin n in g an  et h n o gra p h ic res ea rch  p ro j ect . Describe for a read er how 
you started  ethnographic research . Write in the first person to test that style 
as one option for the final ethnography. Includ e details on how you made the 
d ecision to select the cu ltu ral scen e, how you located  an informant, and 
what took p lace when you contacted  your inform ant. Include your own 
reactions to this early phase of field work.

4. Asking Descriptive Questions

T he p h y s ica l  set t in g. Describe the setting in which your informant carries 
out routine activities. Base your writing on observations made during inter-



views, visits to the setting, and the first in terview . Begin  by making a list of 
specific locales and objects. This writing task will make use o f your first 
impressions before they fad e and also bring to light needed  inform ation.

5. Analyzing Ethnographic Interviews

S u m m a ry  o f  t he cu l t u ra l  s c e n e . Write a preliminary overview  of the 
cultural scene on the basis o f the domains you have identified  in your 
preliminary search . Write in broad  term s to d escribe the total scene, or what 
you know about it. Und erline all key folk term s in your writing to highlight 
their role in the cu ltu ral knowledge of your informant.

6. Making a Domain Analysis

R ev ise t he su m m a ry  o f  t he cu l t u ra l  s c e n e . Rew rite the paper you wrote for 
Step  Five, adding im portant d om ains, revising the style into a coheren t but 
brief overview  of the cultural scene.

7. Asking Structural Questions

D es crib e a cu l t u ra l  d o m a in . Select a set o f term s that make up one domain 
or are part o f a larger domain and write a d escrip tion of this segm ent o f your 
inform ant’s knowledge. Show how informants use the term s in this domain 
in ord inary sp eech ; give specific exam ples which will enable the uninformed 
reader to grasp the meaning o f the domain.

8. Making a Taxonomic Analysis

W rite a d ia lo gu e on  a cu l t u ra l  d o m a in . Select a domain you have analyzed  
and create a meaningful d ialogue betw een two people who know the cu ltu re. 
Describe the situation in which they are com municating. This form  o f writing 
will enable you to experim ent with a slightly d ifferent style.

9. Asking Contrast Questions

D es cribe a cu l t u ra l  d o m a in . Select a d ifferent cultu ral domain and write a 
formal d escrip tion  of that domain, making clear the meaning o f term s and 
their relationship s. Give sp ecific exam ples to show some o f the attribu tes 
that reveal contrasts among the term s.

10. Making a Componential Analysis

D es crib e t he d ev elo p m en t  o f  y o u r rela t ionsh ip  w ith an  in fo rm a n t . De
scribe your inform ant, the atm osphere o f in terview s, how interviews



changed , and then characterize you r relationship  with the informant. Include 
a d iscu ssion o f eth ical p roblems that have arisen  and how these have been 
solved .

11. Discovering Cultural Themes

D es crib e a cu l t u ra l  t h em e. Select one or more cu ltural them es and write a 
brief paper that shows how the theme connects several domains of the 
cu ltu re.

12. Writing an Ethnography

S u gges t io n s  f o r  f u t u re res ea rch . Write a brief paper that identifies several 
o f the most important areas for fu ture research  on the cu ltural scene in light 
o f you r d iscoveries. What would you study if you had more time or recom 
mended that som eone else study in this scen e?



The Developmental Research  Sequ ence Method  (D .R .S. Method ) has 
developed by doing a kind o f informal ethnography o f ethnography. In 
addition to searching for the actual steps I follow ed , I interviewed other 
ethnographers and stud ents doing ethnography. In identifying the basic 
principles of the D .R.S. Method , it is helpful to briefly characterize trad i
tional ap proaches to learning to do ethnography.

Trad itionally, anthropologists have learned  to do field work toward  the 
end of their p rofessional training. Frequ ently, as in my own case, it has 
meant a kind o f sink-or-swim exp erience. After years of listening to lectu res, 
reading jou rnals, and writing library research  papers, the ethnographer ar
rived in some strange community where people spoke an alien language. The 
goal was clear: to d iscover the cultu ral patterns that made life meaningful to 
these people. The field techniqu es were also clear: interviewing and p artici
pant observation. Bu t we only vaguely understood  the way to actually 
conduct interviews or engage in participant observation. The skills for doing 
ethnography had to be learned  in the field in a hit-or-m iss fashion.

And so the ethnographer started  hanging around, watching, listening, and 
writing things down. Those who seemed willing or talkative becam e key 
informants. In  a few  m onths, the stack of field notes about what people said 
and did grew quite large. Through trial and error, through p ersistence and 
patience, most ethnographers somehow learned  to do rather good ethnog
raphy. Staying in the field for six months, a year, or eighteen m onths, they 
learned a great deal about the cu ltu re, worrying now and then whether they 
had missed some important area o f life.

The field work period  drew to a close and the ethnographer returned  home 
with notebooks filled with observations and in terp retations. Sorting through 
field notes in the months that follow ed , the ethnographer d iscovered  qu es
tions that should have been asked , important lines o f inquiry that should 
have been  follow ed . Bu t even with many gaps in the field notes, the ethnog
rapher com pared , con trasted , analyzed , synthesized , and wrote. And re
wrote. The end was in sight: an ethnographic d escrip tion that translated  an 
alien way o f life into term s that others could  understand . By the end of the 
p roject, one had finally learned  to do ethnography— by  d o in g it .

The Developmental Research  Sequ ence approach shares a common fea
ture with this trad itional way o f learning to do field work. Both  rest on the 
assumption that the best way to learn to do ethnography is by doing it. This 
is reflected  in Part Two of this book, which consists of specific tasks arranged 
in sequential order. Part One, “ Ethnographic Research ,” can be read 
quickly to review some basic concep ts related  to doing field work. Bu t Part 
Tw o, “ The Developmental Research  Sequ en ce,” requ ires a d ifferent ap 
proach. Each  step begins with a statem ent o f D .R.S. objectives—what one 
must learn by doing before p roceed ing to the next step . After a d iscu ssion o f



concep ts and techniqu es, each  step  ends with a list o f D .R.S. tasks required 
for doing field work. Many o f the later steps in the sequ ence only make sense 
a f t er one has gained at least minimal exp erience in conducting ethnographic 
in terview s. Although this book is designed for the person seeking to acquire 
some skill in ethnographic interviewing, I believe it will also be of value to 
the experienced  ethnographer. In the latter case, the sequ ence of steps must 
be adapted to what one has found works best from previous experience in 
the field .

Five princip les underly the D .R .S. Method  o f learning and doing ethnog
raphy. These principles form the basis for the way this book is organized , for 
the inclusion of some ideas and the omission o f others. My goal is not to 
survey the p rofessional literatu re on ethnographic interviewing, but rather to 
provide a workable approach to learning this field technique for doing 
ethnography.

7. T h e S in gle T ech n iq u e P rin cip le. The D .R.S. Method  makes a d istinc
tion among ethnographic techniqu es and selects one for learning purposes. 
In ord er to d escribe another cu ltu re, ethnographers use many techniques. 
They act as participant observers, record ing what people do and say in the 
cou rse of ord inary activities. They observe cerem onies and work activities 
such as fishing and building hou ses. They make casual inquiries as they 
follow  people around watching what they do. They record  life histories to 
d iscover how individuals exp erience their cu ltu re. They record  folktales and 
legends. They cond uct ethnographic interviews with key inform ants, care
fully analyzing responses to qu estions. They record  genealogies. They may 
use p rojective tests. In the field , the exp erienced  ethnographer may pursue 
all o f these ap p roaches at the same time. H ow ever, for purposes o f learning 
to do ethnography, it is best to focu s on mastering one technique at a time. 
This book deals only with the ethnographic in terview , not becau se this is the 
best sou rce o f d ata, but becau se it is one ind ispensable techniqu e for doing 
ethnography.

2. T h e Task  Iden t i f ica t ion  P rin cip le. The D .R.S. Method  identifies the 
basic tasks and specific objectives required  by a particu lar field techniqu e. In 
this book I have identified twelve m ajor tasks. When a person carries out 
these tasks, two things occu r. First, one learns the basic skills o f informant 
interviewing and writing a cu ltural d escrip tion. Second , one carries out 
original research  on a particu lar cu ltu ral scene.

Take the exam ple of one ethnographer who followed  this method in 
studying the cu ltu re o f air traffic con trollers.1 She con tacted  an air traffic 
con troller at a large airport and secured  his coop eration  to participate in a 
series o f in terview s. After one or two interviews she und ertook a basic task 
called  k‘making a domain analysis” (Step  Six). Air traffic controllers, like 
people everyw here, organize their cu ltu ral know ledge, and as an ethnog-



rapher she wanted  to d iscover that organization. She had com e to the 
research with her own categories like “ airp lane,” and “ unidentified  flying 
ob ject,” but her inform ant did not share them. He had a much more elabo
rate way to organize things that fly. This ethnographer’s task was to d iscover 
how her inform ant organized  his cu ltu ral knowledge, and she began to do 
this by following the instru ctions in Step  Six.

When she had com pleted  that step , she had accom plished  two things. On 
the one hand , she knew how to carry out a domain analysis from interviews 
in any  cu ltu re, whether that of air traffic con trollers, bail bond sm en, quadri
p legics, Bu shm en, or United  States congressm en. On the other hand , she had 
taken a significant step into the cu ltural world o f air traffic controllers.

3. T he D ev elo p m en t a l  S eq u en ce P rin cip le. The D .R.S. Method  is based  
on a developmental sequ ence o f specific tasks necessary to com plete each  of 
the m ajor step s. The sequ enced  nature o f the assignments helps to f o cu s  
ethnographic research . The ethnographer in the field is confronted  with 
hundreds o f things that could  be stud ied . Even  in a single interview  there are 
many possible ways to go. The sequenced  nature o f the steps does two 
things: (a) it enables a person to improve basic research  skills in a system atic 
manner, and (b) it allows one to study a cu ltural scene in a way that is 
efficient and w orkable. This will lead  to a rapid growth in interviewing 
com p etence, a sense o f con trol, and redu ction in the anxiety o f field work.

4. The O rigina l R es ea rch  P rin cip le. The D .R.S. Method  takes one 
through to the completion of an original ethnographic research  p roject. The 
steps in Part Tw o o f this book are not  merely training exercises; they 
represent steps in carrying out original research . Becau se o f this goal, the 
Developmental Research  Sequ ence covers, in addition to interviewing 
skills, techniques for analysis o f interview  d ata, suggestions for organizing a 
cultural descrip tion based  on in terview s, and specific guidelines for writing 
the final ethnographic d escrip tion .

I have known a number o f graduate and undergraduate students who have 
published their research  which resu lted  from following the D .R.S. Method . 
Others have read their papers at p rofessional meetings. Many continue their 
p rojects with additional inform ants or shift from ethnographic interviews to 
participant observation on the same cu ltu ral scene. Throughout this book I 
have drawn exam ples from the work of p rofessionals and students alike. I 
refer to all o f them as et h n o gra p h ers ; through their use of the D .R.S. 
Method , they were engaged  in doing original research .

5. The P ro b lem -S o lv in g P rin cip le. The D .R.S. Method  is based  on the 
problem-solving p rocess. Every ethnographer knows that field work pre
sents an endless series of p roblem s. In one way or another, the su ccessfu l 
ethnographer must becom e a su ccessfu l problem solver. Part o f the excite-



ment of doing field work com es from the challenge o f problem solving, a 
p rocess that involves six steps: (1) define the p roblem , (2) identify possible 
cau ses, (3) consid er possible solu tions, (4) select the best solu tion, (5) carry 
out you r plan, and (6) evaluate the resu lts.2

The objectives and tasks p resented  in each of the tw elve steps were 
developed  by applying this p roblem -solving p rocess to informant interview 
ing and ethnographic writing. From  my own exp erience, from talking with 
other p rofessional ethnographers, and from the exp eriences of hundreds of 
stud ents, certain  recu rrent problem s becam e apparent. Som e were in for
m ant  p ro b lem s : cancelled  appointm ents, unwillingness to answ er questions, 
susp icion, failure to gain rapport. C o n cep t u a l  p ro b lem s  arose from lack of 
understanding o f fundamental concep ts related  to doing ethnography. A n a l 
y sis  p ro b lem s  cam e from not knowing what to do with the raw information 
gathered  from an imformant. W rit ing p ro b lem s  included  organizing the final 
report and knowing what to includ e as well as how to go about the task of 
writing. The sequ ence o f objectives and tasks throughout the twelve steps 
an ticip ates all o f these problems as well as others. The concep ts, objectives, 
tasks, and exam ples in each  step arose, in part, from applying the problem 
solving p rocess to the most common d ifficulties in ethnographic interview 
ing.

H ow ever, every field work p roject is unique and p resents new problems. 
For  this reason , the ethnographer must apply the problem -solving process 
throughout a research  p roject. I encourage beginning ethnographers to make 
a system atic effort to do this—monitoring their p rogress, identifying prob
lem s, developing lists o f possible solu tions, selecting the best ones, carrying 
them ou t, and evaluating the resu lts.

Working in a group can often facilitate the app lication o f the problem 
solving p rocess to ethnographic field work. In  both graduate and under
graduate classes I have schedu led  a weekly problem -solving laboratory 
which begins with my asking for d ifficulties encountered  during the previous 
w eek o f research . The first statem ent of a problem  usually needs to be 
refined . Once the group has clearly defined the p roblem , we try to generate 
as many solutions as possible. From  this list, we can d iscu ss the best 
solutions and how to carry them out. Som etim es students meet in small 
groups o f fou r or five and use the problem -solving p rocess to work through 
their cu rrent d ifficulties or evaluate the su ccess of carrying out a solution.

There are as many ways to do ethnography as there are ethnographers. 
More than in most acad em ic pu rsu its, ethnographers tend  to work alone in 
isolated  situations. As a resu lt, highly ind ividualistic approaches to research 
have developed  with a consequ ent lack of agreed-upon proced ures and 
techniqu es. This has been intensified  by the vagaries of field work condi
tions: what works well in one society is som etim es ineffective in another. 
Ind ividualism in doing ethnography has stimulated  many innovations in field



work techniqu e, but at the same time it has made both rep lication of ethnog
raphies and learning to do ethnography much more difficult.

Any book that sets forth a set o f strategies for doing ethnography, as this 
one d oes, runs into this spirit o f ind ividualism. Any book that goes fu rther to 
suggest that ethnography might be done in a series o f step s, as this one d oes, 
runs the risk of serious criticism —if not outright rejection . Som e readers 
may misunderstand  the p resent volume becau se of stereotyp es about 
et h n o s ci en ce , an approach to ethnography with which this book shares 
many sim ilarities. Other questions will undoubtedly arise from the fact that I 
have imposed certain  limitations on m yself in writing this book for a particu 
lar audience: the p rofessional and student alike who have never done 
ethnographic field work. I want to d iscuss briefly each  of these issu es in the 
following paragraphs.

During the 1950s several anthropologists began to apply a linguistic model 
to cu ltural d escrip tion, and their work cam e to be known as eth n oscien ce.3 
As Stu rtevant points out in his lengthy review  (quoting an unpublished  paper 
by Spauld ing): “ The term ethnoscience is unfortunate for two reasons— 
first, becau se it suggests that other kinds o f ethnography are not  scien ce, and 
second , becau se it suggests that folk classifications and folk taxonom ies are 
science” (1964:99). The prefix ethno- refers to the system of knowledge 
typical o f a given society or subgroup within a society. The et hnobo t any  o f a 
particular group is that group’s classification o f botanical phenomena; 
et hnoana t om y  refers to how a particu lar society classifies parts o f the human 
body; et h n om ed icin e is the way a group classifies d isease and its treatm ent. 
The fundamental assumption in ethnoscience is that native classifications of 
phenom ena must be taken seriously and studied exhaustively.

Ethnoscience has its roots in lingu istics and the work o f Franz Boas and 
Edward  Sap ir. One o f the first attem pts to use ad vances in descrip tive 
linguistics to fu rther the study o f human behavior generally was made by 
Kenneth  Pike (1967), who distinguished  betw een “ ernie” and “ etic” de
scrip tions on the basis o f the phonological analogy. Phonet ics  is the study of 
all possible sounds useable in sp eech production. At one tim e, phonetics set 
as a goal the accu rate d escrip tion o f all sounds. During the early part of this 
century linguists shifted  their attention to phonem ics , the study of sound 
categories recognized  and used by a particu lar language group. Ernie de
scriptions o f sound depended  on d iscovering the native’s categories and 
percep tions. In  the same way, ernie descrip tions of behavior depended  on 
d iscovering native categories o f action . Etic d escrip tions, on the other hand , 
of sound or anything else are based  on categories created  by the investigator, 
and are usually employed  to com pare things cross-cu ltu rally. Ethnoscience 
took the em ic-etic d istinction seriou sly; it emphasized  that the first goal of 
ethnography was a thorough ernie d escrip tion based  on native categories. 
Sop histicated  methods o f elicitation  and analysis were developed  to achieve 
this goal. Etic d escrip tions and cross-cu ltu ral com parisons were consid ered



worthy goals, but since they depended  on the primary work o f ernie ethnog
raphy, they were largely relegated  to the fu tu re/

Most ethnographers agreed  with the basic goal o f ethnoscience—to dis
cover native categories o f thought. H ow ever, during the 1960s, ethnoscience 
cam e to be associated  with a narrow scholasticism . Instead  o f wholistic 
cu ltural d escrip tions, ethnoscience produced  a flood o f stud ies that fo
cused  almost exclu sively on kinship term inology. Instead  o f d iscovering the 
textu re of life in another society, it tended to give us increasingly abstract 
and restricted  d escrip tions. Becau se ethnoscien tists wanted to t horough ly  
investigate native categories of thought, the goal o f broad descriptions 
reced ed  into the fu tu re. Ethnoscience becam e, in the minds of many ethnog
raphers, only the analysis of kinship term s, the study of cognitive p rocesses, 
and the production of abstract m athem atical models for cultural ru les.

In 1967 I shared  this view ; I com pleted  my d octoral research  with hardly a 
passing glance at ethnoscience. Then I began an ethnographic study in 
Seattle o f skid row drunks, with the intention o f describing the cultural 
worlds o f these men. It d idn’t cross my mind that ethnoscience could 
contribu te to my research . Several months after I started  field work, a 
graduate assistan t, Per H age, urged me to investigate the folk categories of 
my inform ants. Skep tical, I watched  him interview  several long-time skid 
row men. With great care he elicited  the folk term s that informants used to 
label ord inary events in their lives. They said things and talked  in ways I had 
not previously observed . I realized  that I had skipped over the first step in 
ethnographic field work—learning the native language. It had seemed un
necessary becau se my inform ants all spoke English; I had overlooked  the 
special u sages my inform ants em ployed , the street argot o f tramps. I set 
about in earnest to use the techniqu es of ethnoscience and thereby to learn 
the language of my inform ants. In the p rocess the cu ltu re of skid row men 
becam e clearer than it ever would have through the lens of my language and 
observations. Ethnoscience showed me how to let skid row “ bums” become 
my teachers. It led me to d iscover how my informants organized  their 
cu ltu re, setting me free from the need  to impose an ord er from the outside. 
Later  I d iscovered  that the ethnoscience approach gave beginning ethnog
raphers the necessary tools to study other cu ltu res.

I see ethnoscience as a set o f tools for achieving the larger goals of 
ethnography—the w holistic, ernie d escrip tion of a way o f life. I seek “ thick 
d escrip tions” that will com m unicate to ou tsid ers the full con text and mean
ing o f a cu ltu re in all its human d im ensions.5 It is my conviction that 
ethnoscience techniqu es can serve the same goals as trad itional ethnog
raphy. These techniqu es rep resent a system atic approach to doing what 
every good ethnographer has alw ays done—study the language and catego
ries o f inform ants. At the same tim e, it should be recognized  that this book 
does rep resent only one particu lar approach to doing ethnography. Some 
may want to adopt all o f these strategies; others will find that only certain



strategies presented  here will be useful in their own research . Still others will 
want to build on suggestions given in this book to continue the develop ment 
o f more effective ways to d iscover and d escribe the cu ltu ral meanings people 
live by in other societies.6

In ord er to make this book most useful to those who wish to learn to do 
ethnography, I have limited its scope in several important ways. Som e have 
already been mentioned , but I want to briefly summarize what I have not  
attempted  to do.

1. This book  d o es  not  su rv ey  t he v arious m et h o d s  u s ed  in et h n o gra p h ic 
res ea rch .1 I focu s exclu sively on interviewing, isolating it from other ap 
proaches in a manner that will undoubted ly seem  artificial to many exp eri
enced  ethnographers. Th is, I believe, is necessary in ord er to deal effec
tively with the skills o f interview ing and analysis. H ow ever, I do not assume 
that one should ever attem pt a full scale ethnography using this technique 
alone. Ethnographic research  that aims at an adequate d escrip tion requ ires a 
number o f methods. At the same tim e, it is possible to do a p art ia l  d escrip 
tion o f s el ect ed  a s p ect s  o f a cu ltu re by means o f ethnographic interviewing. 
Moreover, some ethnographers will use in tensive interviews as their most 
important means for gathering data.

2. This bo o k  d o es  no t  sy s t em at ica lly  ex a m in e how  to in t egra t e da t a  f ro m  
m ult iple in fo rm a n t s  to p ro d u ce an  et h n o gra p h ic d escrip t io n . I focu s on 
working with a single inform ant in ord er to show how one can learn ethno
graphic interviewing and analysis skills. This does not mean that a com plete 
ethnography can ever be done with a single informant. Again, a partial 
descrip tion of selected  asp ects o f a cu ltu re can be made from one infor
mant’s point o f view .8 In ord er to make generalizations about a cu ltu re, the 
ethnographer will need  additional informants as well as data from other 
sou rces.

Culture, as I u se the concep t (see p. 5), is neither totally shared  by a 
group nor is it something totally unique to every ind ividual. In  studying a 
college bar, for exam ple, I had to recognize at the ou tset that not everyone 
who entered  the bar shared  in its cu ltu re. One group o f about ten women, the 
cocktail w aitresses, did share m ost featu res òf a d istinct cu ltural p ersp ective 
in that bar, and they becam e inform ants. Bu t variations did occu r even 
among this group .9 In my research  with skid row men, I concentrated  on the 
culture o f a city ja il. H ow ever, my ethnography was limited  to the inm ates’ 
perspective of that ja il and did not try to integrate that p ersp ective with 
cultural rules shared  by civilians and police officers who worked  in the ja il. 
Even  among inmates I d iscovered  variations, som ething I exam ined  by 
using multiple informants and through a detailed  ethnographic qu estion 
n aire.10

3. This book  d o es  not  sy s t em at ica lly  ex a m in e s t ra t egies  f o r  s t udy ing 
cu l t u re ch a n ge. It may seem  to som e read ers that I assume cu ltu re is a 
static, unchanging phenomenon. Su ch  is not the case. Every cu ltu re is



changing, w hether in a primary school classroom  or in a Samoan village. 
Ind eed , ethnographic in terview s provide an excellen t tool for d iscovering 
native cu ltu ral categories and percep tions of these changes. Ethnohistory 
(i.e ., h istory from the persp ective o f inform ants) will alm ost always include 
native ideas abou t the cau ses and p rocesses o f change. Again, I focus 
primarily on interviewing informants abou t their cu rrent way o f life; this 
simplifies the task of learning to interview. At the same time, use of this book 
does not make it im possible to adapt the principles of interviewing to the 
study o f cu ltu re ch an ge.11

4. This bo o k  d o es  no t  sy s t em at ica lly  ex a m in e t h eo ries  o f  et h n o gra p h y  o r 
t h eo ries  o f  cu l t u re. It does contain  consid erable d iscu ssion o f ethnographic 
theory in t he co n t ex t  o f  d o in g f i e l d  w ork . Bu t becau se the focu s is on 
strategies for interviewing and analyzing d ata, many important theoretical 
issu es are in tentionally omitted . Theoretical d iscussions in this book are 
brought in to serve the pu rpose o f doing field work rather than to review a 
coheren t body o f th eory .12

5. This bo o k  d o es  no t  ex a m in e s t ra t egies  f o r  p a rt icip a n t  observ a t ion  o r 
how  to in t egra t e da t a  f ro m  o bserv a t io n  w ith da t a  f ro m  in t erv iew s. Again, I 
have imposed  this limitation in ord er to more carefu lly exam ine the inter
view in ethnographic research . H ow ever, one may use this book and at  t he 
s a m e t im e do participant observation. The two approaches serve as a kind of 
ch eck and balance in doing ethnography and are seldom used  in isolation by 
exp erienced  ethnograp hers.13

6. This bo o k  d o es  no t  d is cu s s  t he ra n ge o f  ex p eri en ces  t hat  usually  o ccu r 
d u rin g et h n o gra p h ic f i e l d  w ork . Doing ethnography by following the steps in 
this book cannot be equated  with doing field work in a non Western  commu 
nity for a year or more. It cannot be equated  with an in tensive field work 
exp erience in a school, a hosp ital, or on the streets in a large city. For 
exam p le, the problem s of cu ltu re shock and loneliness are often  intense 
during field work but are at a minimum in carrying out a series o f interviews 
with a single inform ant. This book does deal with one of the most important 
exp eriences o f doing field work anyw here: interviewing key informants and 
analyzing the in terview  data.

7. Fin a l ly , t his bo o k  d o es  no t  lim it  et h n o gra p h ic res ea rch  to En gl i s h 
s p ea k in g in fo rm a n t s  f ro m  cu l t u ra l  s cen es  w ithin A m erica n  so ciet y . I do 
draw most exam ples from ethnographic stud ies with such informants. I do 
this to make clear the principles one must m aster to do ethnographic inter
viewing. Bu t most o f these techniqu es were originally developed  in non
w estern  con texts and all can be adapted  to other languages and other 
settings.



NOTES

1. Gelb  (1978).
2. Fo r  a  d iscu ssion  of th e p rob lem -solvin g p rocess  as well as a  gen eral sou rce to the 

literatu re see Kob erg and  Bagn ali (1972).
3. Fo r  a review  of e th n oscien ce see Stu rtevan t (1964), Tyler (1969), and  W ern er  

(1977). Th is field is also referred  to as eth n ograp h ic sem an tics. Fo r  a  b rief  
in trod u ction  to eth n ograp h ic sem an tics see Sp rad ley and  M cCu rd y (1972).

4. Etic d escrip tion s of hu m an  b eh avior and  b road  cross-cu ltu ral stu d ies b ased  on  
eth n oscien ce h ave b ecom e m ore frequ en t in recen t years . See Berlin  and  K ay
(1969) an d  Brow n  (1976).

5. See G eertz (1973).
6. Eth n ograp h ic m eth od s in gen eral, and  eth n oscien ce th eory and  m eth od ology, are 

still very m u ch  in a state o f  d evelop m en t. O sw ald  W ern er and  his cow ork ers at 
N orth w estern  Un iversity  are now  in th e p rocess  o f  com p ilin g a H andbook  o f  
Et h n o scien ce: Et hnograph ies  and  Ency clopaed ia  w h ich  will con tain  recen t d e
velop m en ts. See W ern er (1977).

7. Fo r  o th er d iscu ssion s o f  eth n ograp h ic and  related  research  m eth od s see Pelto
(1970) , Loflan d  (1976), an d  G lazer (1972).

8. An th on y W allace h as d escrib ed  the cu ltu ral ru les for one asp ect o f  his own  
cu ltu re usin g h im self as sole in form an t (1965).

9. Becau se  th e total popu lation  of w aitresses w as sm all (less th an  ten  p erson s) we 
used  inform al m ean s for con stru ctin g a com p osite p ictu re o f  th is cu ltu re. See  
Sp rad ley and  M an n  (1975) for a d escrip tion  o f  th is college b ar from  the p ersp ec
tive o f  cock tail w aitresses. Fo r  a d iscu ssion  o f  variab ility am on g in form an ts and  
m ethod s for handling th is variab ility see San jek  (1977) and  San k off (1971). Pelto  
and  Pelto (1975) h ave d iscu ssed  m an y o f  th e issu es dealin g with  in tracu ltu ral 
variab ility.

10. A cop y o f  th is eth n ograp h ic su rvey q u estion n aire is in cluded  as Ap p en d ix A , pp. 
281-291, in Sp rad ley (1970). Th is q u estion n aire w as d evelop ed  on ly after  I had  
an alyzed  th e cu ltu re in its ow n  te rm s; th e q u estion s arose  from  ou t o f  th e cu ltu re  
itself.

11. Both  Barn ett (1953) and  W allace (1970) h ave d evelop ed  th eories o f  cu ltu re  
ch an ge b ased  on  cogn itive m od els of cu ltu re. Fo r  a  stu d y in cu ltu re ch an ge  
b ased  on  th e m eth od s p resen ted  h ere see Basso  (1967).

12. Fo r  a review  o f  cu ltu re th eory see Kap lan  and  M an n ers (1972) and  Keesin g  
(1974).

13. See Loflan d  (1976) and  Sp rad ley (1979). Filstead  (1970) h as ed ited  a valu ab le  
collection  th at d eals with b oth  ap p roach es.
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as interpreters, 20



informant(s) (cont.)
interviewing, 46, 55-68, see also ethno 

graphic interview 
locating, 45-54
requirements for a good, 46-54 
suggestions of, for selecting domain, 136 
tandem, 52

informant-ethnographer relationship, 26 
informant-expressed needs, 14-15 
informant-expressed semantics relationships, 

111-112
informant-written descriptions, 23-24 
interest, expressing, 63, 64, 65, 66, 68 
interpretation notes, 76 
interpreters, 20
interview, see ethnographic interview

journal, 76, 193

KwakiutI, 186

language 
acquisition of, 8
and ethnographic description, 21-24, 70-71 
and ethnographic discovery, 17-21, 24, 

70-71
native, 17-21, 24, 25, 232 
as primary symbol system, 99 
as source of cultural inference, 8, 9 
transmitting culture with, 9 
used in field situation, 71 

language identification principle, 71-72 
levels of taxonomy, 138 
Lewis, Oscar, 24 
Liebow, Elliot, 205 
life histories, 22, 24 
Lofland, Lyn, 201 
Lynd, Robert, 14, 200

McCurdy, David, 204 
Mae Enga, 187
Malinowski, Bronislaw, 3, 5, 9
Mann, Brenda, 30, 31,37, 54, 94, 202, 207, 211
marginal person, 47
Marshall, Elizabeth, 3-4
meaning

discovery principles in the study of, 155 
160, 171

relational theory of, 95-99, 112, 155, 156 
meaning symbols, 97-99 
means-end, 112 
medical knowledge, 16 
medical theories, 12 
melting pot myth, 12 
Metzger, Duane, 84 
mini-tour questions, 63, 66, 88 
monolingual ethnographies, 22, 23-24 
multi-cultural societies, 20-21

naive realism, 4 
Nash, Jeff, 51
native language, 17-21, 24, 25, 232 
native language explanations, 59, 122-123 
native language questions, 89-91 
native language verification questions, 128 

129
native terms, 63, 73 
Navaho, 16 
novels, 24, 201

observer terms, 73 
Opler, Morris, 185 
Orbach, Robert, 138 
organizing domains, 197-202 
original research principle, 229

Papago semantic relationships, 108-109, 110 
paradigms, 176-178, 179, 182, 183 
paradigm worksheet, 180, 195 
participant observation, 32-33, 58, 79, 97, 103, 

156, 171, 227, 228 
personalities, 45-46 
personality theories, 12 
phonemics, 231 
phonetics, 231 
Pike, Kenneth, 231
Principles o f Professional Responsibility, 34, 

35, 36, 37, 38, 39 
problem solving, 201 
problem-solving principle, 229-30 
project explanations, 59 
pseudonyms, 38 
psychological reality, 175, 176

question explanations, 60, 65 
questions, see specific type

rapport process, 78-83 
rating questions, 170-171 
Read, Kenneth, 206 
recording explanations, 59 
Reed, Richard, 7-8 
referent, 96, 97 
referential meaning, 96 
reinterpretation, 81 
relational principle, 156 
relational theory of meaning, see under mean 

ing
repetition, in rapport-building process, 81, 82, 

83
repetition principle, 123-124, 161
respondent, 29, 31-32
restatement, 63, 64, 65, 67-68, 81, 82, 83
restricted contrast, 158, 160
roles

social science, 26-27, 28-34 
traditional, 26, 27-28



Sapir, Edward, 231 
schemetic diagram, 197-199 
semantic differences, 18-19 
semantic relationships, 107-112 

in componeiitial analysis, 175 
definition of, 100-101 
informant-expressed, 111-112 
themes as, 89
universal, 110-111, 112, 156 

semantic relationship verification questions, 
127-128

Sewid, James, 36 
similarity principle, 157 
single technique principle, 228 
sketch maps, 192-193 
social conflict, 200 
social control, 200
social relationships, managing impersonal, 

201
social science(s) 

analytic categories of, 102, 103 
objectives of, 10 
research, sequence of, 93 

social science descriptions, 22, 23 
specific grand tour questions, 87 
speech event, 55
Spradley, James P., 15, 30, 31, 94, 184, 196, 

202, 207, 211
Spradley, Thomas S., 211 
standard ethnographies, 15-16 
Starr, Paul D., 127 
statements, translation, 207-212 
status, acquiring and maintaining, 201 
stereotypes, 22 
strategic research, 15-16 
Strauss, Anselm L., 11, 202 
strict inclusion, 110-111, 112 
structural questions, 60, 67, 133, 175, 182 

asked concurrently with descriptive and 
contrast questions, 161 

in domain analysis, 116-117 
to elicit taxonomies, 138, 142, 145, 146, 149 
kinds of, 126-131 
principles for asking, 120-126 
to verify domain and elicit folk terms, 144 

structural reality, 175-176 
Sturtevant, William C., 231 
subcultures, 20-21 
subject, 29-31
substitution frames, 130, 144-145 
surface analysis, 133, 134, 135 
survey research, 31, 32

symbolic interactionism, 6-7, 93 
symbols, 95-99, 133, 173, 174 

see also category; discovery principle; folk 
terms

tacit cultural knowledge, 9, 156 
tacit cultural themes, 188, 189, 195 
taking leave, 66 
tandem informants, 52 
tape recorder, 73-74, 75-76 
task identification principle, 228-229 
task-related grand tour questions, 87-88 
Tausug, 100
taxonomic analysis, 94, 142, 144-154 
taxonomy of ethnographic questions, 223 
tentative focus, 132-137 
test question response, 167-168 
theme analysis, 94, 190-202 

see also cultural themes 
Thomas, Elizabeth Marshall, 3-4 
translation

and native language verification questions, 
128

prompted by reinterpretation, 81 
and question type, 82

translation competence, 19-21, 59, 65, 71, 72, 
82, 89

translation process, 70-71, 205-212 
translation statements, 207-212 
triadic contrast questions, 165-168 
Turnbull, Colin, 205 
twenty questions game, 169-170 
typical grand tour questions, 87 
typical sentence questions, 90

universal cultural themes, 199-201 
universal semantic relationships, 110-111, 

112, 156
universal statements, 207, 210, 211
unrestricted contrast, 158
use principle, 81-82, 83, 97, 156

values, 34, 177, 180-181 
verbatim notes, 103 
verbatim principle, 73-74 
verbatim questions, 64, 126-129, 130
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