
ASKING DESCRIPT VE QI.]EST ONS

..rrg among rhemselvcs al the beginning of an evening what questions

" :lJ I hear them ask each olher'l To which they misht an\wer. Who s

: :.rrher bartendc. lonight? or 'Which seclion would you like tu $orkl '

I lhird slrategt for discovering quellions simply asks infornanls ro lalk
::.rut a padcolar cultuGl scene. This approach uses general .1..r./qrlir'.
..rr,,rr ihat are less likely !o reilect the ethnogr.rpher's ctriture Answers

::n be used to discover othcr cultur. ly relevent questions. This approach is

ie offedng informarts a frame and canvas and asking them to pain! a

:rrd'picture of their cxperience. Could you tell me what the jail is likel'
=id Could you describe a typical evening al Brady s Bar? arc examples of
.::hdt\cr tbr q (stit r . A variation on !hi! approach developed bv Agar

:969t jn his study of heroin addicts in pison, is io ask two or nlorc

:r:ormants to role pla-v lypical interactions from the cultural scene undcr

r,rnsideration. As intbrmants lalk to cach other. the ethnographer can record

::r.ltions and ans\r'ers. ln the resl of this chaptcr I want to discuss in detail
r3\eral kinds of descdptive questions.

DESCFIPTIVE OUESTIONS

Descriplive questions take advantage of lhe power of language lo con

lrrue settings ' (Frikc 1964a:1.13). Thc elhnogBpher does need to know al

3a{ one setting in rvhich the informan! carries out routine aclivities. For
:\ample. I needed to know my informanls spent much ofthcir tine injail to

.i able to ask. Could you tell me what the.jail is like? I needed 1(] know
:hat cockiail wailresses worked evenings in Brady's Bar to be able to ask.
-Could 

-vou describe a typical evening at Brady's Bar?" Because ethnog_

:"phers almosl alrvays know r.lro nn informant is. they almost always kno$

"r least one appropdale setting io be used in a desciplive question. If onc is

liudying air lraffic controllers. il is easy 1o ask. -'What do )ou do as an

"ir-1raflic controllerl lfone is studying the cultue ofhousewit'es. it is easy

:n ask an informant. Could you describe a typical day:) Wha! do you do as a

There are five major types of desc.iplive questions and sevelal subtypes

Figure,l.1). Their precise form will depend ^n 
rhe .rrltrrr.l s.ene seleded for

:n ! estigalion . De scripri ve que stions aim I o elicit a larye sample of utterances

:1 rhe inlbrmanl s nalive language. They are inrended to encourage an

:nformant lo talk aboul a particular cultural scene Sometimes a sinale

descriplive question can keel an informan! talking for more than an hour.

One key pdnciple in asking descriplive questions is rhar e\pal1ding the

:. n efi of t he q ue stion t e ds t o 6p dnd the I en gt h ry'lr. r'.rydrr.,{lthough a

.Destion like. "Could you tell me what the jail is likel qualifies as a

Jescriptive queslion, it needs expansion. Instead ofthis briefform, I might
lat. I ve never been inside thejail before. so I don t have nluch of an idea
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FIGURE 4.1 Klnds ot Descriptive Ouestions

l

wha! it s like. Could you kind oftake ne through thejail and tell me what it's
like. what I would see if I wenl into the.jail and walked all around l Could
you lell nle what it's likel" Expanding descriptive questions not only gives

informants time to think, bul it says, Tell ne as much as you can, in great

1, Grand Tour Oueslions

A grand tour question simulates an expeience many ethnographers have

when they fiIsl begin to study a cultural scene l ardved a! the alcoholjsm

treatment center and the director asked, Would you like a grand tour ofthe
place?" As we walked tuom building to building, he named the places and

objects *,e saw. introduced me to people, and explained the acrivilies in
progress. I could not ask tramps to give me a grand tour of the Sealtle City
Jail, so I simply asked a grand lour question: Couid you describe the inside

ofthejail for me? ln both situations. I easily collected alarye sample of
native terms about these culturul scenes.

A grand tour usually takes place in a patticLrlar locale: ajail, a college

campus, a home. a faclory, a ciiy, a fishing boat. e!c. Grand tour questions

about a locale almost always make sense to informanls. We can now expand

the idea of grand tour" to include many other aspecls of experience ln
addition to rpdce, lnformanls can give us a grand tour through some rinc
period: 'Could you describe the main things tha! happen during lhe school

year, beginning in Seplenber.md going through Mav or June? ' Thev can

take an ethnographer through a sequence ofeverrrl "Can you tell me all the

things thal happen when you get arresled for being drunk, from the fiN!
moment you encounier the police. thrcugh going to court and being ser-
tenced. until you finally get out ofjaill Afl informant can give the ethnog_
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_..::r a grand lour through some group ofprql": Can you !e]l me the
,.:.i ofall )our rclalives.rnd what each one js iikel Some large evenrs
:,:: .:s a ceremony are nrade up ofdcri!l1l.,r thar can become the basis for a
:-..J tourquestion: What arc all the things that you do during the initiation
::..' ony for nc$ members who join the fralemily? Even a group of
...ir offers an opporrunil! for a g.and tour: Could )ou describe a1t rhe

: :=re.r bols and other cquipmenl you use in farm;ng? Wherher dre
::.nographer uses.\Zd.r . timr cte l^. p.(Ul(,d.1llri.,!, orrll€./r. the end
-:iult is the same: a verbal descdption of significant fealures ofrhe cultLrral
-::nc. Grand tour questions encourage informants to ramble on and on.
:::re are lbur diferent typcs which vary the q,a,v such qucstions are asked.

ltpical Gntnl Tour Q estia"s. In this form. lhe ethnographer asks'r. a descdption of holv things usuaUy are. Could you describe a rr"i..r/
r_rhr at Brady's Bar? One might ask a secretary ifformani: Could you
::!.ribe a /rpi.r/ day at the ofllce:r" In studying Kwakiutl salmcn dsl;ng. I
--:(ed. Could you tell me how yoLr ?/r/rdlll makeaset? Typicalgrand rour
ii;\tions ask the infbrmanr to generalizc. to talk abou! a pattern ofevents.

: Spt.i|ic Gtunl Tokr Qtrcst .tl:. A specilic question rakes thc mosr
:::int day. the most rccent series of events, or rhe locale best knox,n 11r the
::io.mant. Could you describe whrl happened ar Brady s Bar iast night.
a:lrnl the monent you arrived unlil you left:, An ethnographer might ask a
j::retary. Tell me what you did yesterday. liom the time you gor tu work
i.iil )ou leftl" Tell me aboLrt the last rime you made a set, lishing for
..imon.-- Some ifformants lind ir dilhculr ro gcneralize ro rhe /l?1. d1 but can
:=iil) descdbe n reccnt situation.

: Grid?d Gtanl Tout O .r/i,ir. This lbrm asks rhe informanr ro give
:r aclual grand tour. A secretary might be asked: Could you \how me
::ound lhe offlce:) The elhnographei migh! ask a Kwakiull fisherman. The
-:rI lime you make a sel. can I comc along and could you explain ro me
::ar !ou are doing? some subjecls. such as a tyJ'ical year or monlh. do
:-i: lend ihemselves to a guided tour.

-. lasA-tu|dted Gratkl Ib t Qu!\tioti\. These quesrions ask the infor-
-ini 1(] pedorm some simple lask that aids in the descriplion. For example,
: :-..qucntly asked tramps. Could you dra\a a map of the inside of rhe
S::irl. Cily Jail and e\plain o me whar il s likel While pcrfornring rhis
-:i\. lhel added a grcat dcal of \erbal description. The n.rp helped infor
._:.ij to remember and gale me a beller underslanding of the jail as thcy
!.r.r it In stud)ing the cullural scene of backgammon ptayers. I asked.
a.uld you play .r same of backganmon and explain shar you are doingt '

,i.:n informants perlbrm tasks in the context of grand rour questions. rhe
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crhnogr"phcr crn n\l numero_\ urre\rion' along'he qd) 'Jch r' \\ har i'

thrsl and \\lal are \o! dorng nrlw

2. MiniTout Ouestions

Re.fon.e\ '.' grdnd lour que'lion ' ollc'dlr' ''r ur"r'lec opoor unrlie' lor

'",..,i..ii"e 'n"'ler "'pe'i' 'l erpenence Bec"u'e g'anJ rour que'r'nn'
j.,,il"1,.i'.m a*upiions. i1 is easv to overlook these new oppoflLrnities'

;:" :;;;;;;;;;. i;';"igating rhe curture ordirectorv assistance operaro$

Ij,il"" i.""ii.;i r.."'^n.to t'g'n $ rh3srrnd Iour que\rron (ourd

l,i 1..i..'n.l'io'*'3) n )our $o k h' l J'ric'o^ o"i'r'nce"oe-aror'

'.1"";:;.;.',;, i":.,;'''n 't" ci''ou""'r rh2r u'e rccurrenr acrr\ir) $d'
';;i 

^" ..fi" ldch (dll ra'reJ an arerage oi l- 'e'u''l' ln'' led roa

r1l ii,io""','"'.,llr^,uld 1''u 'te'cnt'e "rr' 'r 
q'e'un in rrk ns" calr: ll'c

inrhrmanl s a\ abre lo break do$ 1 lral onet pe-rioo ol rime in o more lhd n d

iilii"l'l.i'.,'ii"", "*. ihar were tar n,'ore complex than the ethnogrupher

realized when she asked lhe question l

''""i'ii'",''t,"'i'*' 
"r'e 

de''ic"l roe'and ou' qrre\rrun\ e\'(or r-e) Jeal

"i,i'"'",i"'t"rr.t ""ir 
or c\perience ( nrr'o vorr d("r'be $har \ou dr

H:.'#;;;;;;! Bradv's Barl" "cou1d vou drav me a nap or the

Ii:rii;;k' r" ';.-s*i'i. c'i' 
'nirr 

' cor''d \c- de"ribc ru mc hu$ io'r

;li.;t;;;;:i.'"," r u,-i""'crcrrl : rne rour rrrd'drrini'our
:',L''[;. ,';;;."i 'o".rl]c suiJed 'a'r 'ei"rert' u\( rhe \dme rnp oachc'

as their counterparts do with grand tour questlons'

3. Example Queslions

I \dmpre que'lron' dre ' ilr mor pe''rc ir no'r cd'e' lhe) lake 'ome

.rnsle J(r or e\crl ide'li co h) lne 'nlo'r2n rnd "'l lor "n crb nnle q

'."'-" 
".."."".,1rnt 

" , 
g''nj 'o"' 

q 
".r 

nn 'rI' l wd' drre'red shile

"j",j*.11 ""0."1 "'",,a a,t . , 
"n 

ro- eire neanc\rnpleL,lDUo.ngl _A

:::l:::. .',"' jlh.'" * '' n rabre or'sur' v ru reJ r) ga\e me I hdrd I'me

l:1i;;i; :';".-;;"..;;.;.", io,to lou sive me irn er"npre or

lX;,;i: -'r;; fo,' " r,,,j "*. 
rr-r' r)pe or que'rron '"n he '\o\er

,;1";;h;,i. ;""'' ','r) <rhnos'dphi' nrFr\r<i lr ofien ledd' ro rhe mo'r

,"i"'l"i"e '"'ri.' "r"-'ual 
ndppenins'\rhrch rnerhrroP'roherq'lld'\co\er'

4. Experience Ouestions

TLi\ l\pe merel\ a'k' i"lor-nrnr' ror dn) e\penencc' r"e) na\e haLl'n

*'." 
""ir'i.,:"' 

*t'i"* You \e p-ob"bl\ h''d 'o ne nle-e'linge\penen'e'

I".''i'-."-,, 
-'"."fr 

an\ of Lhe'n' (uuld )urr tell me dbo l 'ome

""' 
J::.":J: i:':.; h;; ; i;* :; l, 

jl :'#":;;.' ::;: :::':';:,.
These queslions dre ro oPen en'reo

88



ASK NG DESCRIPT VE OUESTIONS

:::-:r answeflng lhem. They also tend to elicit atypical eventsialherlhan
-:: --.nr. routine ones. They are best used afier asking numerous grand tour
--- ini-rour questions.

: \alive-LanguageOueslions

\::i\ eianguage questions are designed to mirimize the inllucncc of in-
ir:ranls translation competence. Because descriptive questions are a ilrst

=:: io discovering more culturally relevant questions, they sometimes con-
'.r riords and phmses seldom used b,v intbrmants. This encouruges infor-
-:::i !o lranslatc. Native-languagc quest;ons ask informanls 10 use the
::.:ri and phrases most commonly used in the cuhural scene.

\\]en I first began stud,ving tranps, I only knew they were often incaF
::-red in lhe Seatlle Cily Jail. Could you describe theiail? was a useful

:--rd tour questiLrn. bul I stiil was nol su.e that jail was a commody used

:::r. \nd so I asked a native langunge quesiion: How would you refer to
,-3 jajl? When informanls uniformly said. Oh. most gu)s rvould call i! /rc
..:!r1. I was ablc to usc this term in fulurc questions. Howwouldlou
:l\ aboui geuing arested? led to rhe terln made lhe buckel.' Only then
:JUld I ask nore meaningful descriptive questions like Could you describc
:. Jetail what happens fiom beginning to end when you make the bucketl '

\ative language queslions se e to remind informants that the elhnog-
:'.pier rvants to leam lhe language. Tley can be used whcncver one
ir'pects an informant is lranslating for the ethnographer's benefit. They
.hould be emplo)'ed frequenrl] in early inteNiews unlil an inlbrmant begins
:.. state voluntarily. The $,a! we lvould say it is ." or ''Our term for
rat i! 

--. 

Every ethnographcr can d$,elop {,ays to insen nalile
:,nguage queries into each intervicw. I $ant to idcntify ihree useful stmte

: L Ditt.t-Lungkgt 0&dJ1t ,r. This lype oi nativclanguage question
iiinply asks How would you reLr 1o it? when an informant uses a term.
Sometines it may take the form Is that the $ay mosl peopie uould \a!,
::l For example, tramps often spoke oftrying to find a place o sleep at
1ight. so I would ask: Would you say, I \ras tr!_ing to find a place to
.leep:r' " No." they resporded. Probably I would say I was trying to
-:df. a,4rp." An ethnogHpher stud) ing the culture of secrctaries mighl !sk
:he follo$,ing nativelanguage ques!ionl

::cRLraRy: WheD I tyle lelleF I have to $arch oul for mistakcs,
How sould !ou reitr lo rlilra{cr?

:.cRErARy: Oh. I would call them /]"or.

The rnore faniliar the informant and elhnogEpher are with each olher's
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.r,lrure5. l1e more imporla'll ndlr\e_language quetlior' hecume l a'ked

i,"t i '*i r""t""*. quesrion' ol cockrair u ' n s'e' lor rhrt rea'on An

informant would say These two cuslomers were really hassling me" and I
*i';i;:"i,: :;;;;;d; vou rerer to them, as (rsr'm'^ r" ro which she

*orf,l t.piy, I d probably sav those two 
"T 

oror"'

\ , Htn.,tt,, tir.tL-t,1ttta. ti, 't L) t, '!i. \' Spedkints rake' ploce between

*"'. iitl "".i'.rr,t ',lentitre'l 
wnen "n inlormdnl '' rrlking ro rn erhnog

:;;;";'i;;; ;.;'F.urr ro recarr sd)' ro rark ro orher peuore rhe

::ffi;;.;;:,; h.l; 'n trr' recdll b) 'redrins a hlporherical interacrion

; ;. ;il;; ,; .,;;,grdpher .ourd a'r' rr \ ou '\'ere 
rdrking r" uaorher

:;, "-:;l l':;.;;;;. ;;.'' i'o,. * o,ta v uu'a' ir ihar walr 1 r amp' not onJr,

intefacl among lhem'elve' bul $llh pollcenen ol hr'l/' l ollen pnra\eu

il;;;.ti; d,;d; questions to iiscover how tramps talked to bulls as

well a! !u other tramps""ti'."ii",.i."r-r"i"',.;ion.tue'tion' 
can be u-ed ro senerate mLn) rari'e-

,'ii"i".',iiii""i":-i r,"'e 'nre"''*''j 'hild'en 
abour 'chool uho could

:;lii":"-;il;;i';;."e.' "t'en 
pra.''r rn \rruarron\ \uch r' rhe rorroqing:

:iii";;i;.ri ;,il il.k oilour cra*roon uh"r Lr'o'orrh'ng'\ orrdI

ni,. u 'i. '* inn '. "*f' 
orher': lralriendculledonrhephonerLra'l'l)ou

::::':;1; i'i.; '.'' runcrr. "nar 
$ould rhar per'on 'a)^ lL\ even

;il: ti.'"'.;:;',; i;e'ir uarron in nore ae'"il a' in rhc rollo$ ns qLe'rion

i. " ""1'*.t,::r."gi"e vour\elf ar a rdble of fot'r male cu'tomer' You

;",;;:;;ii;.";ht.* tet, and vou don l know anv or them' what kinds or

, "i",' * *fa tr'., fir.fi 'dy ro ! L'u $ hen vuu fir'l ; alked uf ro rhcir lable I '

iil 'i.;#;;i i"; ';;i.J ',i,"'i.'" 
u"a r''"ine rhe ioen'i'ie' of \peater dnd

listener sDecified, most intbrmants overcome any tendency to tmnslate and

re.all n'"n\ phra\e. u.eJ :n o'dinrr) I"lk

\ t 7\D^al S.t]!.n' (''(\Iir'' A clo'el) reldred kinJ of nalite

'"'-"'l-i" ",1"-i'".'r". ";e 
ask. lor r t picol'enien( e\ rhdl conrdrn a $oro or

;i'.';* :;;:i-",; 'o',.. "n'"n"' i qouli hear rhar in.lude rhe phra\e

;:;; ,,,, 
';:; i:,. :;' ::w"u' u,. '"''. '. "'n' 

e' Ihar u'e rhe rerm'a 'p I

".. '"".*rna,.' 
I he r l pical-\enlence que'lron pro\ ide\ an inlormanl wilh

"na 
o, ."ta nu'it.,.ta' ,nd lhen a'k\ thdl inlofmdnl lo u'e lhem ln l)prcat

De\criod\e oue\rion\ lorm the oa'r' ol ull elhnogruphi' inlenie,ving

rr:i 
'";5 

;t;.;'i; ,; ;L,g. -'pr. ot u""'unce' rhar are e\pre"ed in rhe

r'"*i rr.-,."J 
-tv 

I"r"rm.ir' in it'' 'ulrura 'cene unJer in\e'risdrion
'- i'i .",h"r**oni. que'tion\ 'an be phra'ed in borh per"nal and culrurul

"'-.. 
li'i.?, pi."tlig questions p"rro'dlly the ethnographer-asks' "Can

'",, a."..1i.-J,toi.i 
"vening 

vou wouid have at Bradv s Bar']" or "How
'ii'j'ia iJ r"ri. iJil"lulti: di' t"tt" tt'" lnro'mant to present his own point

90
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:., fr her own particular language usage. When phrasjng questions
ne elhnucr!f1e. ".1.. tJn)o. d..r.'rr r\p:c.' e\eninclor

- : :,iktail \lailresses al Brad-v s Bar:r" or "How lvould nost lramps
::: ihe jail:r" An inibrm,rnt i! someone who canlell aboul parlems of

'. _,.:..r in a panicular scene, not merely his or her own actions. I recall one
: :: :rhnographer who asked a letter carier abou! lunch. "l don t eat

,-: $as the repll. The eihnographer laler rephrased the quesiion in

--.--ir rerms: whar do lerler carriers do at lunch tirnc? This query
*: .: a long respol]se which included those who didn t eal iunch, lhose
. ' rr.rughr lunches and ate together. those who atc at restaurants, arld
.. :-.i other vaialions. The various !hings letter carriers did at lunch turned
: : t,e impo anl cullural information. But eliciling this information de-

r:-::J dn phrasing lhe question in cultunl lerms.
. :nii chapter rve have examined lhe lappol! process and some of the

:-:--:!,lcs that will facilirate the developnent of rapport. In addition. we
-- : :\amined the nature of ethnographic questions and descriptive ques
:.! in parlicuiar. Descriptive queslions form the backbone of all ethno-

a,::i. intervie*s. They will make up niost of the questions asked in the first
-::rlie\i and their use will conlinue lhroughout all subsequent inicrviews-
i :r Fracticc. a beginning ethnographe| can easily gain skill in asking this
: r. ,rl cthnographic question.

-?SKS

r j.

Review the examples given ol the various kinds ol descripiive quesiions
and prepare several ot each type for inlormants in lhe cultural scene you

Conduct and record an elhnographic inlerview wilh an inforlnani, using
descripl jve questions.
Transcribe the recorded inleruiew (or expand the condensed noles laken
durinq the inlerview).

iandicks
Typewritten Text
James Spradley, The Ethnographic Interview,
New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1979.




